
ABSTRACT 

DOUGLAS, II, JAMES ROY. Growing Students toward Proficiency in Reading: A Case 

Study of Selected Title I Schools in the Wake County Public School System. (Under the 

direction of Dr. Lisa Bass). 

Reading ability is one of the most crucial skills learned in elementary school, a 

primary focus for students in these years. Around the third grade, though, students start 

transitioning to a skill they will need the rest of their academic and work career—reading to 

learn. Students begin demonstrating their learning by taking high-stakes standardized tests 

that often reveal a gap in performance among subgroups of students. Despite many programs, 

billions of dollars, and educators’ best efforts, such gaps continue to exist. 

Performance on these standardized tests is measured by scores that mark students as 

proficient or not, depending on which side of the cutoff line they fall. Researchers have 

focused efforts on effective ways to support students in achieving proficiency. However, 

these studies have only examined whether students met the score to be considered proficient, 

and have not tracked students’ growth in moving toward proficiency. 

Over the last few years, many schools and districts have used growth models like the 

SAS EVAAS model to examine student growth over time as compared to their peers. These 

value-added growth models primarily serve to assess teacher effectiveness by measuring the 

growth of a teacher’s students. Are the students in the class growing more, about the same, or 

less than their peers? In North Carolina, like many other states, this growth measure has 

taken on increasing importance, and has even been included in teacher and administrator 

evaluation instruments. 

A literature review revealed that research about supporting struggling readers focused 

on proficiency scores. Yet equally important as mere proficiency is understanding which 



instructional practices are effective at producing high growth for struggling readers in upper 

elementary grades. This question is particularly significant to teachers and school 

administrators since part of their evaluation contains a growth score for students. It is also 

significant to district leaders who must make decisions about supporting students and 

teachers in an era of declining resources. Most importantly, the questions posed by the 

current study are significant to the students whose ability to be successful readers will impact 

the rest of their academic, professional, and personal lives. Regardless of a student’s 

proficiency score, is s/he growing enough to keep up with their peers? Enough to close gaps? 

Or are they falling farther behind? 

To uncover effective practices at supporting upper-elementary student growth in 

reading, a case study involving selected Title I schools in the Wake County Public School 

System was conducted. The district provided data about the individual growth of fifth-grade 

students who received interventions in reading for the 2013-2014 and the 2014-2015 school 

years. Schools with a high percentage of students exceeding individual growth targets were 

identified for both school years, as well as those with a large percentage of students not 

meeting the targets. Structured interviews were then conducted with fifth-grade classroom 

teachers, fifth-grade intervention teachers, and the principal from two of the schools with 

high individual growth in 2013-2014 and 2014-2015 and two of the schools with low growth. 

Findings indicated consistent teachers and administrator practices at the higher-

growth schools, practices which notably differed with those at the lower-growth schools. In 

schools that were successful in producing high fifth-grade student growth, teachers focused 

on ensuring students had many opportunities to interact with grade-level texts, even if their 

instructional reading level was behind their grade. These teachers also used a wide variety of 



data sources to identify students needing support, rather than relying on a single measure or 

instrument. These schools’ intervention and core classroom teachers collaborated at a deep 

level, aligned support with grade-level objectives, and focused on building vocabulary and 

background knowledge to help students to get meaning from text. Finally, the principals at 

these schools established supportive structures and processes, and monitored teachers and 

students for effectiveness. This study suggests that key practices that align support for 

students with the manner in which they are assessed are effective at growing students closer 

to reading proficiency. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

In the last few years, reading instruction has been a topic of interest in the elementary 

school in which I work as a principal, the school district in which my school is located, and in 

fact across the entire state of North Carolina (NC). The NC General Assembly passed the 

“Read to Achieve” legislation during this time, setting stringent new reading standards that 

third-grade students must meet before promotion to fourth grade (NC General Assembly, 

2012). In response to this legislation, the state’s Department of Public Instruction (NC DPI) has 

implemented uniform, universal screening programs and procedures designed to measure and 

monitor the reading progress of students in grades Kindergarten through Grade 5 (Public 

Schools of NC, 2013a). The school district in which I work has aggressively pursued federal 

Race to the Top (RttT) grants to fund literacy programs and initiatives in order to similarly 

support students’ acquisition of literacy skills and help them meet more rigorous literacy 

standards. 

At the same time that these new legislative initiatives were being introduced, North 

Carolina adopted the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) designed to increase the rigor of 

the curriculum for its students. In the 2012-2013 school year, the state also implemented new, 

more rigorous End-of-Grade (EOG) assessments that align with the CCSS. These newly 

designed tests are more rigorous, and the cutoff scores to be considered “proficient” on them 

has increased—the bar has been raised on a test that is notably more difficult. Students are now 

asked to answer a larger number of questions correctly in order to be considered proficient, 

even as the stakes for reaching proficiency have increased. 
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Along with the proficiency scores, students are also measured for “growth” (Public 

Schools of NC, 2013b). To measure this, a student’s scale score is compared to all of the 

students in North Carolina who take the test, and then converted to a Normal Curve 

Equivalency (NCE) score. This score is then compared to the NCE score from the previous test 

to determine if the student made progress similar to that of his or her peers with similar prior 

test score history across the state (met expected growth), made significantly more progress than 

his or her peers (exceeded expected growth), or significantly regressed in relation to his or her 

peers (did not meet expected growth). The growth score is independent of the proficiency 

score, thereby making it possible for a student to score anywhere along the continuum for 

proficiency and either exceed, meet, or not meet the growth expectation. 

Students, however, are not the only ones affected by new testing requirements; the 

stakes have been raised for teachers and administrators as well. One major purpose of 

calculating the growth scores for students was to increase accountability for teachers and 

administrators in moving their students closer to proficiency. As a part of the agreement for 

accepting the RttT monies, North Carolina teacher and administrator evaluation instruments 

have now added a component based on student growth measures. Teachers receive a rating on 

their summative evaluation as exceeding, meeting, or not meeting growth based on the growth 

calculations from the students they taught during the school year. School administrators 

similarly receive a rating on their summative evaluation based on the cumulative performance 

of their students and teachers. 

During the first year these new tests were implemented, in the elementary setting only 

fourth- and fifth-grade teachers were given growth designations specific to their students’ 
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progress, because students did not have a baseline score from which to make comparisons until 

third grade, the first year that students take EOG tests. However, since the initial 

implementation of this value-added assessment model, the addition of a Beginning of Grade 

Three (BOG3) assessment in reading has enabled growth calculations for more teachers based 

specifically on the growth measures for their students in third grade reading. 

These changes have impacted how students, parents, teachers, administrators, and 

district school officials view student performance on the EOG tests. The tests have increased in 

rigor, and students are required to answer more questions correctly in order to be considered 

proficient. At the same time, the stakes have increased for students, especially third graders, 

because these students must score as proficient or face mandatory summer school if they wish 

to be promoted to the fourth grade. Teachers and administrators are likewise affected, as a part 

of their evaluation is determined by the growth of their students. School districts are also 

affected since they must fund the summer school requirement for these students. These changes 

have led to increased scrutiny from teachers, administrators, and school districts in supporting 

student achievement in literacy, including helping students meet growth and proficiency 

targets. 

Background for the Study 

The administrative team at our school meets annually to review student data from the 

previous school year in order to ensure we are providing appropriate supports for our 

students, from behavior to academics. As we were reviewing the EOG test data for our 

students in June of 2012 in preparation for the transition to the new tests, we noticed that 
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students who were receiving additional support from our Reading Intervention teachers did 

not fare well on these tests. These students were chosen for intervention support specifically 

because their reading skills were below that of their peers, so we did expect some deficits in 

proficiency scores. Yet we were extremely surprised that, in most instances, their individual 

growth scores were also extremely low or even negative, even though this was the last year 

of the old tests and growth scores were calculated differently. We found that only a fraction 

of these students met growth targets despite receiving targeted support during the school 

year. Although a concerted effort was made to support these students in reading, they met 

neither proficiency standards nor growth targets. This indicated that they also did not move 

any closer to proficiency, despite our efforts to close the gap that existed between their 

reading ability and the proficiency expectation for students at their grade level. 

Not only was this very disappointing, it was also somewhat surprising to our 

administrative staff. Like many schools in our district, we provided support to our struggling 

readers by using Title I funds to hire teachers. Usage of these funds requires that we report 

the progress of these students to the district’s Title I office, and our report to them showed 

that almost all of the students who received the intervention support were meeting and 

exceeding the growth targets in reading based on the measures applied at the school. 

However, this was in direct contradiction to the EOG data, where almost none of the students 

met growth targets. 

In addition to the varied pictures painted by the two different measures, we were 

puzzled by the apparent absence of any correlation between Title I measures and EOG 

measures. Students who had reported growth in the Title I measure may have demonstrated 
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growth, slightly negative growth, or even strongly negative growth as measured by the EOG 

test. The opposite was true as well, as students with negative growth scores on the EOG test, 

may have been reported by the Title I measure to have had very negative growth, slightly 

negative growth, and in many cases positive or very positive growth. In short, there seemed 

to be absolutely no relationship or consistency between the measures of growth reported by 

the Title I Intervention teachers for their students and the students’ performance on the EOG 

test at our school. 

These findings suggested that the measures we have been using in our school to track 

student growth in reading, which we have reported to the district Title I staff, did not align 

with how students are measured on the EOG. This raised a number of questions. What 

accounts for the large discrepancy in the growth measures recorded by the school when 

compared to the growth measure on the EOG? Are we wasting time, energy, and resources 

(including a great deal of money) in providing support that is ineffective? Were the data 

showing very different results from these two measures for our students an anomaly, or was 

this a part of a broader trend in our district and state? I knew from my personal observations 

that these data did not reflect how hard intervention teachers were working, nor did it speak 

to their passion for helping students. These teachers were some of the hardest working and 

caring teachers I had ever known. Still, there were two very different pictures of how our 

students were growing academically, and there seemed to be no connection between what we 

were doing at the school level and how students were performing on state-mandated 

standardized testing. 
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After seeing this at our school, I shared the information with a few of my colleagues 

in our school district. From these conversations with principals and central office personnel, 

it seemed that our school was not the only one experiencing similar results. I also reviewed 

data provided by our Data and Accountability Department that showed discrepancies in 

growth as reported to the Title I Department and those provided by the EOG tests. Reviewing 

this data, I became convinced that we could do a better job at supporting our students in 

meeting both proficiency and growth targets in reading, and felt that the topic warranted a 

closer examination. 

Problem Statement 

The fact that gaps in reading proficiency on standardized tests exist among student 

subgroups has been well documented, along with the fact that efforts to close these gaps has 

been widespread and, to a large degree, only minimally effective (Center on Education 

Policy, 2011; Farkas & Hall, 2000; Stullich, Eisner, & McCrary, 2007; Vinovskis, 1999). 

Most of the studies I have found focus strictly on the ability of students to meet proficiency 

goals (Blank, 2011; Kober, McMurrer, & Malini, 2011; van der Klaauw, 2008; Vinovskis, 

1999; White, Hixson, Hammer, Smith, & D’Brot, 2010). However, while the proficiency 

scores seem to garner the most attention, the growth component of a student’s test score is a 

very important measure to review as well. After all, how are we going to close the gaps if 

students do not make substantial gains in growth toward higher proficiency scores? 

While there is some emphasis on measuring growth, these measures are not 

consistent. On standardized tests like the EOGs, which we use to define the achievement gap 
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that exists among subgroups of students, growth is measured in one way. Students taking 

standardized tests are expected to read several passages that may include poems, non-

fictional texts, or even a short story, and then demonstrate their comprehension by correctly 

answering several multiple choice questions. The test may take several hours for the student 

to complete, and often contains a few lengthy passages. Growth is measured by comparing a 

student’s proficiency scores on the test to the scores obtained on the previous test to 

determine if the student progressed at the same rate as their peers during the last academic 

year. 

During the school year, however, though intervention teachers work to support 

students and close gaps, growth is measured in an entirely different manner. These measures 

are short, timed, and are usually administered one-on-one—very differently than the 

standardized EOG tests. Teachers provide targeted instruction to struggling readers with the 

goal that these students demonstrate progress on these more informal assessments of reading 

ability delivered by the teacher; the hope is that students’ increased proficiency on these 

assessments will have a positive impact in moving them closer toward proficiency on the 

EOG standardized tests. However, based on the data I reviewed with the students in my 

school and across the district, this was not happening. 

Simply put, despite a great deal of effort, time, and money expended to attempt to 

close gaps for struggling fourth- and fifth-grade students on standardized tests, gaps in 

proficiency continue to exist. In addition, there is a lack of data to indicate if these students 

are making gains in growth scores, which would show us, independent of proficiency scores, 
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if gaps are closing. The growth measures collected during the school year do not correspond 

with the growth measures on the EOG standardized tests. 

Purpose Statement/Significance of the Study 

One of the key benefits in helping students achieve early success in reading is that 

such early success “is highly predictive of later reading success or failure” (Lane, Pullen, 

Hudson, & Konold, 2009, p. 278). Stanovich (1986) documented the reciprocal relationship 

between vocabulary growth and reading comprehension, noting the cumulative advantage to 

early reading success: 

The very children who are reading well and who have good vocabularies will read 

more, learn more word meanings, and hence read even better. Children with inadequate 

vocabularies – who read slowly and without enjoyment – read less, and as a result have 

slower development of vocabulary knowledge, which inhibits further growth in reading 

ability. (p. 381) 

Stanovich called this the “Matthew Effect,” named after the passage in the Bible’s Gospel of 

Matthew that states, “For unto every one that hath shall be given, and he shall have in 

abundance; but from him that hath not shall be taken away even that which he hath” 

(Matthew 25:29, King James Version). This effect of success begetting success was also 

documented by Juel (1988), who, in a longitudinal study of 54 students from Grades 1 

through 4, observed that students who entered the first grade as poor readers had an 88% 

probability of still being identified as poor readers at fourth grade. She further noted that 
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“good readers read considerably more than poor readers both in and out of school, which 

appeared to contribute to the good readers’ growth” (p. 437). 

Not only does early reading success affect future reading success, it also impacts 

students’ academic success throughout their schooling (ACT, Inc. 2013; Singh, 2013). 

Borman and Hewes (2002) conducted a study of the long-term effects of an elementary 

reading intervention program for inner city students in Baltimore, Maryland; they noted that 

positive benefits such as higher reading scores, lower retention rates, and lower number of 

placements in special education gained in elementary years can carry through the eighth 

grade. Other researchers have also documented the significance of early success in reading to 

both social and economic well-being for adults, noting that students who attain competency 

in reading during their elementary years benefit throughout their academic career and adult 

life (Baydar, Brooks-Gunn, & Furstenberg, 1993; Blaunstein & Lyon, 2006). 

With the recent enactment of the Read to Achieve legislation in North Carolina, the 

stakes for student performance in reading on EOG tests have been raised for both students 

and educators. Ensuring that students are successful in their ability to comprehend reading 

passages aligned with the new, more rigorous CCSS has taken on a greater sense of urgency. 

It is important to students, parents, teachers, and administrators that efforts to support 

students are aligned with the way the students are measured on the standardized EOG tests. 

But my own experience as well as that of colleagues in my school district, is that the 

measures we were using to assess student reading ability as a part of our Title I intervention 

efforts suggested different results than did the standardized tests. The measures used by our 
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intervention teachers indicated that students were growing, but this was not the case when 

students were assessed on the more formal, standardized EOG tests. 

While this study is certainly significant to students, however, students are not the only 

ones who can benefit from a better understanding of how well we are supporting them in 

meeting reading growth targets. This understanding is also important to teachers and 

principals as previously discussed, because the measure of student performance is now a part 

of their annual evaluations. The information gained in the current study may additionally 

benefit the Wake County Public School System (WCPSS) and other school districts with 

officials who are seeking answers on how to effectively allocate limited resources to meet the 

needs of their students. According to the WCPSS Superintendent’s Budget Message, since 

the 2008-2009 school year, WCPSS has experienced a $236 decrease (-2.6%) in per-pupil 

funding, while student enrollment has increased by 17, 478 students (12.7%) (WCPSS, 

2015b). Student numbers are going up, but funding is going down. During this time, the 

percentage of enrolled district students that qualified for the federal Free and Reduced Lunch 

(F&R) program increased from 28.4% to 33.3%. In essence, the schools in WCPSS, like 

many other districts, are expected to do more with less. The current study will therefore 

provide valuable information for district leaders as they make decisions regarding how to 

allocate scarce resources to support student growth in reading. 

The purpose of this case study is twofold. The first goal is to review the progress of 

students who have been receiving targeted intervention instruction in reading to determine if 

this instruction is helping them achieve positive individual growth scores and moving them 

closer to proficiency. The second goal is to seek to identify instructional strategies that are 
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effective at producing positive individual growth scores. High growth scores, even if still not 

considered “proficient,” would indicate that the targeted instruction is effective at helping 

close the gaps seen when student performance is measured against their peers. Reviewing the 

results across the entire school district will paint a clearer picture than can data from only one 

school. The current study’s data collection and review is not intended to be an evaluation of 

the district’s Title I program, but rather a means to identify differences and trends in student 

growth that will allow further exploration of effective instructional practices. 

It must be noted, however, that identifying how the school district is doing in term of 

student growth is still insufficient in determining how to move forward. Schools in the 

WCPSS district are not required to use any one method or program to provide reading 

intervention, and these supports for students may look very different from school to school, 

and from teacher to teacher. Schools across the district use a wide variety of methods to 

provide intervention services, hence a review of student test data across the district will not 

reveal specific instructional strategies that are effective or ineffective at addressing student 

needs. But it is my hope that once schools we have identified schools that are most successful 

in growing their students’ progress, we can work to understand the reasons for this success 

from the teachers and administrators in that school—and then replicate that success in other 

schools. 

Research Questions 

In order to guide the inquiry into how to best support elementary students’ growth on 

state-mandated reading tests, this study attempted to answer the following questions: 
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1. Did fifth-grade students in Title I schools in the Wake County Public School 

System who have received targeted or intervention instruction in reading, 

meet, not meet, or exceed predicted growth percentiles on the redesigned 2013 

and 2014 NC End-of-Grade tests? 

a. Which schools have consistently exceeded individual growth standards 

for both years? Consistently had students not meet individual growth 

targets for both years? 

b. How does the growth of the fifth-grade students identified as receiving 

intervention instruction in reading compare with the EVAAS growth 

scores for the general population of fifth-grade students? 

2. What do the education professionals (core ELA teachers, administrators, and 

reading intervention teachers) in the schools identified with the higher-growth 

or lower-growth scores (as measured by using EVAAS) attribute to the high 

growth or lack of growth for their students? 

a. What effective instructional practices, programs, or teacher behaviors 

for producing high individual growth scores can be identified? 

b. What ineffective practices for producing individual growth can be 

identified to be discontinued? 

c. How can intervention instruction compliment and support core 

instruction in producing individual growth for students receiving 

interventions? 
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Research Design/Methodology 

The current research employed the case study method. Creswell (2013) defined a case 

study in the following manner: 

Case study research is a qualitative approach in which the investigator explores a real-

life, contemporary bounded system (a case) or multiple bounded systems (cases) over 

time, through detailed, in-depth data collection involving multiple sources of 

information…and reports a case description and case themes. (p. 97) 

Case studies may be defined by many features, such as the specific case or cases (a person, 

entity, group, program, or organization) to be studied, and by intent (Creswell, 2013; Stake, 

1995). Three varieties of intent identified by these researchers include (1) the instrumental 

case study, in which the researcher chooses a particular issue or concern to understand and 

selects one bounded case to study; (2) the collective case study, where the researcher selects 

an issue and uses multiple case studies to provide an understanding of the issue; and (3) the 

intrinsic case study, in which the researcher evaluates a case in order to learn more about the 

case itself. 

Stake (1995), in describing the intrinsic case study, noted that sometimes the choice 

of the case is sometimes something that: 

…we are given, even obligated, to take as the object of study. It happens when the 

teacher decides to study the student having difficulty…or when we take the 

responsibility of evaluating a program…We are interested in it, not because of studying 

it we learn about other cases or about some general problem, but because we need to 

learn something about that particular case. (p. 3) 
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It is this intrinsic motivation or desire to learn about the case that denotes this particular type 

of study. 

I consider this research to be an intrinsic case study because of my personal 

motivation to investigate how the upper elementary students in our school district who are 

receiving reading intervention support are growing as readers. In the first portion of the 

study, I reviewed the EOG test scores for selected fifth graders who have been identified as 

receiving intervention instruction in reading. This review analyzed the individual growth 

scores for these students to enable me to determine, as a whole, if the interventions provided 

by teachers were helpful in bringing these students closer to proficiency. In addition, these 

data helped to describe the performance of the students in relation to their peers in the district 

and across the state. 

Schools were ranked according to their effectiveness in demonstrating the ability to 

consistently grow their students. This review of the data by schools allowed me to select a 

purposeful sample to interview for the study. The structured interviews (see Appendix A) 

were conducted with the teachers, teacher evaluators (administrators), and reading specialists 

in the selected schools to determine their perceptions of effective schools in an effort to 

identify the instructional practices, programs, and/or the teacher behaviors that were making 

a positive difference in supporting student growth in reading. 

Study Setting 

The data reviewed for the current study came from the Wake County Public School 

System (WCPSS), which is the largest school district in the state of North Carolina and the 
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16th largest in the United States (WCPSS, 2015a). The district has a total of 171 schools, 

including 104 elementary schools. Approximately 52,480 (34%) of the 155,184 students in 

the school system qualify for the Free and Reduced Price Lunch Program (F&R), with 

approximately 73 schools with F&R populations above 40%. Fifty-eight of the elementary 

schools are designated as Title I schools and receive Title I funds to provide intervention 

services for their students during the 2014-2015 school year. 

Statement of Subjectivity 

WCPSS is a school district in which I have worked, and have personal access to many 

of the principals and district officials as well as to the data provided to members of the 

district. While this gave me an advantage in understanding the workings of the district and 

the data available, I also realized that I had to bracket my own personal feelings while 

conducting research in this district. In addition, I did not include data in my research from the 

school in which I have worked, in order to distance myself from any preconceived 

perceptions and feelings toward the students and staff members I already know. I also 

frequently member-checked as I interviewed teachers and administrators from other schools, 

asking clarifying questions and allowing them to read the notes and transcripts of the 

interviews. This ensured that I capture their perceptions and feelings in my research, and that 

I did not impose my own beliefs into the data collected from the interviews. 

Definition of Terms 

 The following terms are used throughout this study: 
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Automaticity: The ability in reading to immediately recognize a word and bypass the 

decoding process (Wise et al., 2010). 

Common Core State Standards (CCSS): A set of standards for students in Grades K-

12, developed to set rigorous guidelines for what students should know at each grade level in 

mathematics and English/language arts/literacy (CCSS Initiative, 2015). 

Comprehension: The ability of “understanding what one is reading” (Florida Center 

for Reading Research, 2015, p. 1). 

Curriculum-Based Measures (CBM): Measurements designed to monitor student 

growth in basic skills areas of reading, math, spelling, and writing; Oral reading fluency is a 

type of a CBM (Yeo, 2010). 

Decoding: The ability “to translate a word from print to speech, usually by employing 

knowledge of sound symbol correspondences; also the act of deciphering a new word by 

sounding it out” (Florida Center for Reading Research, 2015, p. 1). 

Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills (DIBELS): Measures designed to 

quickly assess elementary school students on the skills identified as important early literacy 

skills (University of Oregon, 2012, 2015). 

DIBELS Oral Reading Fluency (DORF): A measure designed to monitor student 

growth in the ability to read aloud fluently (Cummings, Park, & Bauer Schaper, 2013). 

Education Value-Added Assessment System (EVAAS®): A software system developed 

by the SAS® Institute for Grades K-12 educational systems to measure teacher effectiveness 

and predict student successes; North Carolina Public Schools have adopted this model for 
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measuring student growth as a part of the teacher evaluation process, in addition to using it as 

a predictor for student success (NC DPI, 2013). 

Fluency: The “level at which a task can be performed at an automatic level – that is, 

with a minimal amount of attention required for its completion” (Rasinski & Hoffman, 2003, 

p. 513), with the three major components considered to be accuracy, automaticity, and 

prosody (Wise et al., 2010). 

Growth: In this study, the terms growth and growing, as related to student 

performance on standardized tests at the school level, refers to a comparison of students’ 

scores along the Normal Curve Equivalent scale from one year to the next. 

Individual Growth: Since EVAAS does not ascribe an actual growth score for each 

individual student, individual student growth in the study refers to the difference between the 

predicted percentile and actual percentile performance for these students. 

Normal Curve Equivalency (NCE) Score: A method to measure where a student’s test 

score falls along the normal curve; similar to a percentile score, the numbers on the NCE line 

range from 0-100, but because the scale is an equal interval scale, scores can be averaged 

(Area Education Agency 267, 2012). 

Phonemic awareness: The “ability to notice, think about, or manipulate the individual 

phonemes (sounds) in words. It is the ability to understand that sounds in spoken language 

work together to make words” (Florida Center for Reading Research, 2015, p. 2). 

Prosody: The ability of a student to read with appropriate expression as inferred by 

the text (Wise et al., 2010). 
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Race to the Top (RttT): A federal grant program designed to provide grants to “states 

that are leading the way with ambitious yet achievable plans for implementing coherent, 

compelling, and comprehensive education reform” (U.S. Department of Education, 2014a). 

Read to Achieve Legislation: The term commonly applied to House Bill 950 passed 

by the North Carolina General Assembly in 2012. Also known as the “Excellent Public 

Schools Act”, this law seeks to provide stringent guidelines in reading before students can be 

promoted to fourth grade, as well as prescribing specific supports for struggling readers. The 

bill seeks to end social promotions, put comprehensive screening procedures in place to 

identify struggling readers, and provide specific strategies to support these students (NC DPI, 

2013). 

Text Reading and Comprehension (TRC): An “individually administered assessment 

using leveled readers from a book set to determine a student's instructional reading level - the 

reading level at which her or she is not only performing well, but being challenged" (Amplify 

Education, 2016). 

Title I: A program as part of the federal Elementary and Secondary Act (ESEA) that 

provides financial assistance to schools and local school districts that have high numbers or 

percentages of low-income students to ensure these students meet challenging academic 

standards (U.S. Department of Education, 2014c). 

Value-Added Model (VAM): A “statistical technique for estimating a teacher’s 

contribution to growth in student achievement by examining changes in test scores over 

time” (Stuit, Austin, Berends, & Gerdeman, 2014, p. 3). 
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Organization of the Study 

Chapter 1 provided an overview of the study, including the background, the 

significance, the research questions, and an overview of the methodology and setting. 

Chapter 2 provides a review of the literature regarding effective literacy instruction, 

including intervention strategies for struggling readers as well as information related to the 

use of proficiency and growth scores to measure student progress. Chapter 3 discusses the 

methodology and structure of the study in detail, including the procedures used to collect and 

analyze data. In Chapter 4, the findings from the current study’s data analysis are presented, 

including both the quantitative and qualitative analyses. Chapter 5 provides a discussion of 

the results, a summary of the study’s conclusions and limitations, and implications for further 

research. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

The importance of a strong foundation in reading skills as supporting student 

academic success is well documented (ACT, Inc., 2013; Fuchs, Fuchs, Hosp, & Jenkins, 

2001; Singh, 2013). Learning in all other disciplines stems from the student’s ability to 

successfully read and comprehend texts in these areas. Thus, due to its importance, literacy 

instruction has been the subject of numerous research studies, books, articles, and post-

secondary courses, and the topic has received prominent attention in published news articles 

detailing how students are performing in schools. In addition, literacy instruction has 

received the attention of lawmakers on both sides of the aisle, and has been the subject of 

legislation setting standards for schools and student performance, prescribing specific 

programs to use in literacy instruction, and providing funds that support reading instruction. 

The first section of this chapter provides an overview of the literature on reading 

instruction, including the role of automaticity and fluency, how fluency is defined and 

measured, and the role of fluency in predicting reading comprehension. The next section 

focuses on literature that is centered on the identification of struggling readers and the 

instructional strategies used to support increased comprehension for these readers. The third 

section examines the use of high-stakes standardized tests in measuring reading ability, 

including the use of both proficiency and growth or value-added measures. Finally, a 

summary of the literature is provided, including gaps where additional information is needed. 
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Automaticity and Fluency in Reading  

There is an abundance of research over the last several decades on effective literacy 

instruction. One of the most influential theories on the subject, The Automaticity Theory of 

Reading, was published by LaBerge and Samuels in 1974. The authors, relying on previous 

cognitive research, noted that when the brain is engaged in simultaneous tasks, one of the 

tasks must be automatic so that the brain can give proper attention to the remaining task in 

order to successfully complete it. LaBerge and Samuels (1974) posited that, since reading 

consists of the two major tasks of decoding and comprehending text, a reader must be able to 

devote energy and effort to the task of comprehension if they wish to be successful in in 

reading. It was found that readers who struggled in decoding, which is the sounding out and 

deciphering of words, expended energy on this task that detracted from their ability to focus 

on the meaning of the text (LaBerge & Samuels, 1974). In other words, fluent readers who 

could read “automatically” without having to struggle with the text, had the mental resources 

available to focus on the meaning of the text and could therefore more effectively 

comprehend what they were reading. Thus, one of the keys to increase a reader’s ability to 

comprehend text is to increase the level of automaticity or fluency with which s/he identifies 

words, which will allow them to focus attention on the more intellectually challenging task of 

making meaning from the text. 

Another researcher who documented the need for readers to be able to reach a level of 

fluency in reading in order to properly comprehend text was Charles Perfetti. In Perfetti’s 

(1985) model of verbal processing efficiency, he noted that for readers needed the ability to 

recognize and process words efficiently to be able to read and comprehend well. Some of the 
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processes he identified included “decoding, letter recognition, lexical access, and semantic 

access” (p. 156); he contended that, as readers become more proficient or automatic with 

these skills, they have more working memory available to sufficiently process and make 

meaning out of text. He also noted that the speed at which a reader is able to read a text was a 

key predictor in a young reader’s ability to comprehend, stating that “a child’s first-grade 

speed score was a very good predictor of that child’s second-grade comprehension score” 

(Perfetti, 1985, p. 230). Perfetti (1985) thus concluded that automaticity and fluency strongly 

support a student’s reading skill. 

Defining and Measuring Fluency 

Fluency, as it relates to reading, is not a universal measure; there are many different 

ways that researchers and practitioners define and measure fluency. According to Jenkins, 

Fuchs, Van Den Broek, Espin, and Deno (2003), some researchers define fluency 

“emphasizing speed of accurate reading,” while others include “context-free word-reading 

latencies and times…sometimes including prosodic features and intonation, and sometimes a 

combination of accuracy, speed, expression, and simultaneous understanding of text” (pp. 

719-720). That is, some researchers strictly monitor how quickly a reader can correctly read 

printed words to gauge fluency (Deno, 1985; Stanovich, 1980). However, other researchers 

include the use of proper expression in reading (indicating an understanding of the context of 

the text), while some also include a measure of comprehension in addition to just measuring 

the speed of accurate reading to determine the fluency level of the reader (Rasinski & 

Hoffman, 2003; Stanovich, 1980; Torgesen et al., 1997; Wise et al., 2010). For example, 

Wise et al. (2010) defined fluency as being “composed of three components: accuracy, 
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automaticity, and prosody” (p. 341). Fuchs et al. (2001) noted that fluency is the translation 

of text with speed and accuracy, and also proposed that oral reading fluency (ORF) 

represents: 

…a complicated, multi-faceted performance that entails…a reader’s perceptual skill at 

automatically translating letters into coherent sound representations, unitizing those 

sound components into recognizable wholes and automatically accessing lexical 

representations, processing meaningful connections within and between sentences, 

relating test meaning to prior information, and making inferences to supply missing 

information. That is, as an individual translates text into spoken language, he or she 

quickly coordinates those skills in an obligatory and seemingly effortless manner, and 

because oral reading fluency reflects this complex orchestration, it can be used in an 

elegant and reliable way to characterize reading expertise. (pp. 239-240) 

To identify fluency levels for students, researchers have also used both silent 

measures, wherein students read a passage and respond to questions, as well as oral measures 

in which students read aloud to a teacher who scores them. However, of these two, the ORF 

measure has gained the most prominence and is considered the most effective measure of 

fluency, which is perhaps why it has become the most widely used measure to determine a 

student’s reading fluency (Cummings et al., 2013; Fuchs et al., 2001; Hosp & Hosp, 2003; 

Jenkins et al., 2003). In the simplest measures, a teacher counts the number of words a 

student correctly reads from a text for one minute, while other measures attempt to include 

prosody as a part of the scoring for the student. The most common tool used to measure ORF 

is by using the Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills, usually referred to simply 
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as DIBELS. The DIBELS ORF measure, or DORF for short, is estimated to be used widely 

in the country, in one of every six elementary schools (Cummings et al., 2013). 

One of the advantages of using fluency measures to monitor reading success is the 

ability to quantify and measure a student’s fluency level, which allows meaningful 

comparisons to be made both to a student’s grade-level peers and the student’s previous 

fluency levels (Fuchs et al., 2001). Most fluency measures can be administered relatively 

quickly with minimal disruption to a classroom. This allows teachers to capture a student’s 

progress at a point in time, make comparisons to previous measures, and determine if 

instruction in reading skills is effective at supporting the student to gain skill in reading. 

Fluency as a Predictor of Success on Reading Comprehension Measures 

Since the seminal work of LaBerge and Samuels (1974) and Perfetti (1985), there has 

been an abundance of research indicating that fluency measures are a strong predictor of 

reading achievement and the ability to comprehend text (Ardoin & Christ, 2008; Fuchs et al., 

2001; Quirk & Beem, 2012; Young-Suk, Wagner, & Lopez, 2012). Likewise, Pikulski and 

Chard (2005) noted a very strong research and theoretical base to support the relationship 

between fluency and comprehension, stating, “while fluency in and of itself is not sufficient 

to ensure high levels of reading achievement, fluency is absolutely necessary for that 

achievement because it depends upon and typically reflects comprehension” (p. 517). 

Over the last several years, with the explosion of high-stakes standardized tests, 

researchers have had the opportunity to review the relationship of fluency measures to 

students’ ability to score as proficient on the reading comprehension portion of these tests. 

To measure their comprehension, students are usually asked to read a text or texts and then 
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answer multiple choice questions based on the content. Pinnel, Pikulski, Wixon, Campbell, 

Gough, and Beatty’s (1995) study focused on fourth- and eighth-grade readers to determine 

the relationship between oral fluency and student success on the National Assessment of 

Educational Progress (NAEP), a standardized test given annually to a random selection of 

fourth- and eighth-grade students to assess how students in the United States are faring in 

both reading and math. They conducted interviews with a selected subgroup of students who 

had taken the NAEP test, and also assessed their ORF skill. The authors concluded, among 

other things, that there was a strong relationship between fluency measures and success on 

comprehension measures, specifically pointing to a “significant relationship” and noting that 

“increasingly higher levels of fluency were associated with increasingly higher overall 

reading proficiency” (Pinnell et al., 1995, pp 2-3). 

In a similar study of fourth-grade students in the state of Washington, Stage and 

Jacobsen (2001) compared students’ ORF scores to their proficiency scores on the 

Washington Assessment of Student Learning (WASL), using oral fluency measures to 

predict student success on the state mandated reading assessment. The researchers noted that 

ORF probes could be used to reliably predict the performance of students on the test, as well 

as provide a means to identify at an early stage those students who were at risk of not passing 

the test (Stage & Jacobsen, 2001). 

Reschly, Busch, Betts, Deno, and Long (2009) conducted a meta-analysis of studies 

reviewing the ability of ORF measures to accurately predict student performance on 

standardized tests of reading. Reschly et al. (2009) noted that the results of their study 

indicated a significant, strong overall correlation among R-CBM and other standardized tests 
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of reading achievement” (p. 427). They went on to conclude that “there is remarkable 

consistency in the relationship between R-CBM and other standardized measures of reading 

achievement across decades, samples, and various achievement tests” (Reschly et al., 2009, 

p. 463). This is a similar result to a more recent analysis by Vanderwood, Tung, and Checca 

(2014), who reviewed several studies that used ORF to predict student performance on state 

assessments and “found correlations between ORF and state assessments to range from .43 to 

.81” (p. 250). These studies indicate that, overall, researchers have found ORF measures to 

be a relatively high predictor of reading performance on standardized tests. 

Challenges in Using Oral Reading Fluency to Predict Reading Comprehension 

Though there is a large body of research suggesting fluency measures are a strong 

predictor of success in reading comprehension, there is certainly not unanimity among 

researchers that this measure is universally effective in identifying student outcomes on 

standardized comprehension tests. While fluency measures may be able to identify a reader’s 

basic reading ability, they may not correctly capture a student’s ability to analyze challenging 

passages of literature or text, a skill that readers rely on more and more as they move to 

intermediate and higher grade levels (Fuchs et al., 2001). In early grades, the focus on 

instruction as students learn how to read is primarily on the foundational skills for reading 

success, such as phonemic awareness, alphabetical understanding, and word recognition, the 

building blocks for fluency. In later grades, assessments change as students are asked to read 

and ascertain meaning out of longer, more complex passages, and here traditional measures 

of fluency may not necessarily be effective in identifying comprehension problems if 

students can decode a word yet not understand the meaning of what they just read. 
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While there has been much research on using ORF measures to predict 

comprehension, there has been less research on students’ actual comprehension of text. As 

noted by Basaraba, Yovanoff, Alonzo, and Tindal (2013): 

One potential explanation for this paucity of reading comprehension research…is that 

it is a more cognitively complex task than the precursor skills required to facilitate and 

support it. Foundational skills that have received much attention in the literature include 

the importance of being able to correctly identify sounds and blend them to form 

words…and the integral relationship between automaticity and fluent reading to be able 

to comprehend what is read. Reading comprehension not only depends on these skills, 

it also depends on an interaction between the reader and the text…something that is 

difficult to teach. (pp. 50-51) 

In research to ascertain the effectiveness of using fluency measures to identify struggling 

readers, Quirk and Beem (2012) found students have become excellent “word callers” who 

can read the words fluently but cannot effectively comprehend what they have read; one of 

their most interesting findings was that the “word caller” effect tended to surface more often 

in upper elementary students than in the primary years, primarily those students in fourth and 

fifth grade. Basaraba et al. (2013) reviewed data from 2,400 fifth-grade students in a 

comprehensive, quantitative study of how components of reading instruction impact reading 

comprehension; they noted “individually administered measures of skills that can be firmly 

mastered, such as phonological awareness, alphabetic understanding, and ORF, which tend to 

lose their usefulness as an instructional planning tool for most students beyond third grade” 

(p. 374). Pinnell et al.’s (1995) study of how the ORF of 1,136 fourth-grade students 
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compared to the results of NAEP similarly noted that accuracy alone is not necessarily 

strongly related to comprehension. This means that as students move into the grade levels 

where their reading comprehension will be measured on high-stakes standardized tests, 

fluency measures may be less effective in identifying or predicting those who need extra 

support in comprehension if these students are measured on gaining meaning from text. 

Other researchers have also suggested that traditional fluency measures are not 

necessarily effective when used as predictors of some students’ ability to comprehend text. 

After conducting a quantitative study of 171 English Language Learners (ELL) in Grades 2, 

3, and 5, Quirk and Beem (2012) maintained that traditional measures may over-predict skill 

level in reading comprehension for a large number of ELL students. This is due in large part 

to the word caller effect, which is the result of a student having the ability to decode a word 

while still not understanding the word’s meaning in context. Though they pointed to previous 

studies indicating that word callers are not prevalent, especially in lower elementary grades, 

Quirk and Beem (2012) “identified a substantial proportion of word callers (15.8%) within 

the overall sample, with 14.3% of students in Grade 2 and 11.7% in Grade 3 meeting the 

word caller criteria” (p. 548). The authors also found that “55.5% of the total sample had 

reading fluency scores that were significantly higher than their reading comprehension 

scores” (Quirk & Beem, 2012, p. 548). 

In their discussion of the study, Quirk and Beem (2012) claimed that “the task of 

comprehending more complex texts in the upper elementary grades requires more 

sophisticated vocabulary, background knowledge, and metacognitive skill” (p. 549), and they 

also noted the need for further research to identify the specific mechanisms that contributed 
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to these results. A comparable quantitative study by Jeon (2012), which used multiple 

measures of fluency in order to predict student comprehension, analyzed data from 255 10th-

grade students who were also ELL students; notably, the results did not provide strong 

support for using reading fluency as a predictor of a student’s ability to comprehend. When 

discussing some of the potential reasons for this result, Jeon (2012) suggested that oral 

vocabulary development may not take place prior to learning how to decode for students who 

learn English as a second language, unlike students for whom English is their first language. 

These two separate studies of ELL students, conducted with students who speak two different 

native languages, seem to indicate that traditional fluency methods used to predict reading 

comprehension may not be effective with some ELL students. 

This finding was further supported by Vanderwood et al. (2014), who compared the 

validity and accuracy of using ORF as a measure to predict the ability of second-grade 

students who were native English speakers to those of ELL students on the California state 

English Language Arts assessment. In addition to the lack of accuracy of ORF in identifying 

struggling ELL readers, these researchers also found that “there are substantial and 

significant differences in the predictive validity and accuracy for students possessing varying 

levels of English proficiency” (Vanderwood et al., 2014, p. 257). Having grouped the English 

learners as beginning, intermediate, and advanced, Vanderwood et al. (2014) found that ORF 

was a less accurate predictor for students who were classified as having an intermediate level 

of proficiency than it was for students who were beginning or advanced. 

Research studies like these indicate that, despite all of the widespread use of fluency 

measures to identify and predict students who are struggling in comprehension, using such 
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measures may not effectively identify some students who are struggling with comprehension. 

These ORF fluency measures may be especially less effective at identifying ELL students 

who need additional support. In addition, they may not be strong predictors of reaching 

achievement for upper elementary school students who are able to decode and fluently read 

words, but who are unable to adequately comprehend what they have read. This creates a 

challenge in accurately identifying ELL and upper elementary students who need support in 

reading comprehension, which is the first step in providing effective support for these 

students. The next section includes some research on the effectiveness of intervention 

practices designed to help struggling readers become more proficient readers. 

Providing Intervention to Struggling Readers 

Although some researchers have noted concerns about using ORF measures to 

identify struggling readers, especially ELL and upper elementary-grade students (Quirk & 

Beem, 2012; Vanderwood et al., 2014), these measure are still widely used to identify 

struggling readers for intervention support. ORF measures are relatively quick and simple to 

administer, and the results are easily quantifiable. These features make using ORF measures 

ideal for identifying weaknesses for struggling readers, deciding what kinds of interventions 

to be used, and measuring student progress toward goals (Hosp & Hosp, 2003). After 

identifying students who need support in reading instruction, the next step is to determine 

how to best support them in acquiring the necessary skills to be successful readers. This 

section explores some of the research on providing effective intervention support to 

struggling readers in order to help them demonstrate reading proficiency. 
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Effective Reading Intervention Instructional Practices 

In a study designed to measure the effectiveness of a particular intervention for first-

grade students in low-income schools, Lane et al. (2009) examined an intervention program 

created to support struggling beginning readers in first-grade classrooms. This program, the 

University of Florida Literacy Initiative, or UFLI (pronounced “you fly”), provided one-on-

one tutoring in the following essential skills areas: (1) phonemic awareness, (2) print 

awareness, (3) decoding, (4) fluency, (5) comprehension, and (6) strategies to identify words 

and check their accuracy. This study examined how 100 students responded to the program, 

including several variations of the model, such as it being fully implemented or having only 

certain parts of the model implemented. According to the study, the program proved to be 

successful at significantly increasing these beginning readers’ skills in phonological 

awareness, decoding, and word recognition. The authors also found that the inclusion of 

written word work and use of manipulatives were necessary for the effectiveness of the 

program, claiming that “removing these components reduced the overall effectiveness of the 

model, particular for improving decoding and work recognition skills” (Lane et al., 2009, p. 

292). 

McMaster et al. (2012) conducted a study to determine effective intervention 

practices for fourth-grade students struggling in the area of comprehension, and detailed their 

efforts to discover effective practices that help these readers increase comprehension. The 

authors determined that students who struggle with comprehension do not fit nicely into one 

particular profile, but instead may have a variety of challenges and may also respond 

differently to various interventions. In an attempt to target specific questioning techniques to 
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support increased comprehension, they grouped students into two categories: (1) Elaborators, 

or students who “made the same number of elaborative inferences as average and good 

readers, but their inferences were more likely to be inaccurate” (McMaster et al., 2012, p. 

101); and (2) paraphrasers, which are students who made “fewer inferences than did the 

average or good readers…and instead repeated or paraphrased the text” (McMaster et al., 

2012, p. 101). These students did not differ on several standardized measures such as ORF, 

decoding, or word recognition, nor did they differ in vocabulary or working memory. 

Attempting to help these students increase their comprehension, McMaster et al. 

(2012) used questioning techniques to get students to engage more fully in the text they were 

reading. McMaster et al. (2012) targeted their questioning techniques to the study subgroups 

in order to determine if they responded differently when given different types of questioning 

interventions. Two of the three different questioning techniques were designed to prompt 

students to generate inferences during reading rather than waiting until they had completed 

reading the passage. One of the techniques was causal questioning, or asking students to 

infer cause and effect relationships in the text. The other was general questioning, which 

included less specific cause and effect, focusing instead on questions such as asking the 

student to make a personal connection to the text they were reading. The researchers 

expected both of these methods to be more effective than the literal questioning techniques, 

also known as W-questioning (asking who, what, when, or where questions), as questions 

requiring students to generate inferences would better help students establish mental 

connections to the text and thereby support recall. 
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The interventions were administered over a nine-week period, three times per week 

for 20 to 30 minutes for a total of 15 hours. The authors found that reading comprehension 

increased significantly from pre- to post-test for all groups of students (struggling, average, 

and good readers). They were surprised to learn that the type of questioning (inferential or 

literal) did not have any noticeable impact on the group as a whole, yet they did note that 

struggling readers responded differently to different questioning techniques. While the W-

questioning techniques showed no difference for the two subgroups, the causal questioning 

techniques worked better for the elaborators group, while the general questioning techniques 

better supported the paraphrasers. The researchers concluded that implementing questioning 

techniques were a feasible and efficient method to support increased reading comprehension 

for students. The intervention was easily implemented with fidelity, and the teachers reported 

that their students demonstrated increased comprehension as a result. The authors thus 

maintained that including questioning interventions during reading should be a part of a 

comprehensive reading program, and that such questioning should be integrated with other 

activities also designed to improve reading comprehension (McMaster et al., 2012). 

While the previous study focused on using questioning techniques to improve reading 

comprehension, Juel (1996) explored the idea of having university students who were 

identified as poor readers tutor first-grade students who were also identified as poor readers. 

One of the goals was to see if this would be a feasible way to help both the tutors and 

students make gains in reading skills. She used multiple measures of literacy skills to assess 

first-grade students and tutors at the beginning and end of the school year. Both the tutors 

and students demonstrated higher growth in reading ability than the control groups. As a 
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result, Juel (1996) identified four types of activities that were particularly effective in 

supporting the students improve their literacy skills: 

(a) Reading text that provided multiple repetitions of the same words and word 

families, (b) receiving direct instruction about the letter-sound relationships within 

words, (c) being helped to identify and spell words through numerous tutor-scaffolded 

interactions, and (d) hearing the tutor’s words as that tutor modeled how to identify or 

spell unknown words. (p. 288) 

Juel (1996) also observed the importance of having one-on-one tutors work with struggling 

students, as this allowed for instruction to be personalized to the needs of the individual 

student. Additionally, she concluded that students must be tutored throughout the school year 

to fully realize the benefits of the tutoring. 

Prescriptive Reading Intervention Programs 

To provide information about evidenced-based practices that support education, the 

What Works Clearinghouse™ (WWC) examines educational practices, collects evidence on 

particular intervention types, and conducts reviews of existing evidence (Institute of 

Education Sciences, n.d.). During 2013-2014, WWC published reports on their review of 

research available on three separate reading intervention programs: Reading Mastery©, 

Reading Recovery©, and repeated reading. These particular programs interested me because 

I have seen evidence of all of these implemented at some point in the school district in which 

I work. 

The Reading Mastery program is “one of several curriculum components that 

constitute the Direct Instruction program…designed to provide systematic instruction in 
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reading to students in Grades K-6” (U.S. Department of Education, 2013a, p. 1). The typical 

lesson is 30 to 45 minutes, and includes 7 to 9 activities that cover multiple items such as 

“phonemic awareness, letter-sound correspondence, sounding out words, word recognition, 

vocabulary, oral reading fluency, or comprehension” (U.S. Department of Education, 2013a, 

p. 1). The teaching routine for the Reading Mastery program includes modeling, guided 

practice, and individual practice and application. 

Despite reviewing 166 studies, WWC found that, of the 34 studies that met their 

established protocols, none met their evidence standards. Based on their review of the 

studies, WWC noted that they were unable to draw any definitive conclusions regarding the 

effectiveness or ineffectiveness of the Reading Mastery program. 

The Reading Recovery program is a short-term intervention program designed to 

support first-grade students in reading and writing. The program is delivered in daily 30-

minute pull-out sessions for approximately 12 to 20 weeks, and tailors instruction to specific 

student needs in a one-on-one tutoring session. Instruction is included in areas such as 

“phonemic awareness, phonics, vocabulary, fluency, comprehension, writing, motivation, 

and oral language” (U.S. Department of Education, 2013b, p. 2). Each of the interactive 

lessons includes “reading familiar or novel stories, manipulating letters and works, and 

writing and assembling stories” (U.S. Department of Education, 2013b, p. 2). 

WWC identified three studies of the Reading Recovery program that met both their 

protocols and evidence standards; these three studies encompassed 227 students across 14 

states. The research demonstrated that the program had positive outcomes for general reading 

achievement, although the extent of the evidence was small. In the other three areas WWC 
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reviewed – alphabetics, fluency, and comprehension – the evidence pointed to potentially 

positive effects, although the extent of the evidence was also small in these areas. 

Repeated reading is an academic practice designed to improve the fluency of readers. 

It is not a pre-packaged program developed by one company or individual, but instead works 

to build automaticity in readers to improve fluency and, in turn, boost comprehension (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2013c). In a repeated reading model, the teacher selects a reading 

passage and allows the student to read it aloud at least three times. During this read-aloud, 

the teacher provides correct pronunciation if a student does not read the word correctly, or if 

the student hesitates for five seconds on an unknown word. WWC examined the 

effectiveness of this particular intervention in helping improve the fluency of Students with 

Disabilities, using two group design studies that met the criteria they had established; these 

two studies included 78 students with disabilities from Grades 5 to 12 in two different 

locations. The review of the studies indicated that repeated reading had “no discernable 

effects on alphabetics, reading fluency, and general reading achievement,” but had a 

“potentially positive effect on reading comprehension” (U.S. Department of Education, 

2013c, p. 1). 

The literature detailing effective practices to support struggling young readers does 

not provide a clear-cut answer to the problem. There are a variety of strategies and programs 

that have been implemented in order to meet the reading proficiency needs of students, 

almost all of which attempted to address both fluency and comprehension strategies for 

students. The studies reviewed here that demonstrated at least a modicum of effectiveness 

included small group or one-on-one tutoring; working with manipulatives, vocabulary, or 
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word work; modeling of effective strategies by the teacher; appropriate questioning 

techniques; and instruction in the foundational skills of reading, such as phonemic awareness 

and decoding (Juel, 1996; Lane et al., 2009; McMaster et al., 2012; U.S. Department of 

Education, 2013). While the previous section detailed the efforts of specific instructional 

programs designed to provide effective support for struggling readers, the next section takes 

a look at the attempt to instruct such students across the United States through the Federal 

Title I program. 

Impact of Title I Intervention Support on Student Test Scores 

One of the nation’s longest running and recognizable programs providing resources to 

help support schools in closing reading achievement gaps is the federal Title I program, 

which annually provides billions of dollars to local school districts for efforts to close 

education achievement gaps between student subgroups (U.S. Department of Education, 

2014c). It is important to note that this program is not an educational program per se, as are 

the programs reviewed in the previous section, but rather it is a funding mechanism designed 

to provide Local Education Agencies (LEA) with funds to tailor services for children who are 

either currently failing or at risk of failing to meet academic standards set by the state.  

According to the U.S. Department of Education (2004), one of the primary purposes 

for Title I funds is “providing children an enriched and accelerated educational program, 

including the use of schoolwide programs or additional services that increase the amount and 

quality of instructional time” (n.p.). While this program began during President Johnson’s 

War on Poverty and has grown substantially grown since its inception as a part of the 
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Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) of 1965, there has not been a substantial 

closing of gaps for students of poverty (Center on Education Policy, 2011; Farkas & Hall, 

2000; Matsudaira, Hosek & Walsh, 2012; McDill & Natriello, 1998; Stullich et al., 2007; van 

der Klaauw, 2008; Vinovskis, 1999). 

Title I and Student Proficiency on Standardized Tests 

McDill and Natriello (1998) documented several attempts from 1965 through 1997 to 

measure the effectiveness of the Title I program’s efforts, with the stated goal of supporting 

the academic achievement of low-income students. They pointed to the fact that many of the 

earliest studies demonstrated some effectiveness for students in lower grades, but the effects 

tended to fade as students progressed into higher grades. While evidence for effectiveness 

was sporadic at best, they also shared that some studies in the later years of their review 

highlighted that “a variety of local programs…have evolved that provide convincing 

evidence of at least limited effectiveness of Title I” (McDill & Natriello, 1998, p. 317). 

Vinovskis (1999) similarly conducted a historical analysis of Title I and reached a 

corresponding conclusion. He observed that “these programs have failed to provide at-risk 

children with sufficient assistance to overcome their disadvantage,” yet still suggested that 

“some of the individual…programs…have provided at-risk children with better educations 

than they might have received otherwise” (Vinovskis, 1999, p. 199). 

As a part of the last reauthorization of the ESEA in 2001, deemed the No Child Left 

Behind Act, Congress mandated a national assessment of how Title I funds were 

implemented across the country, and of the impact of the program on student achievement 

(Stullich et al., 2007). This comprehensive report reviewed state assessment data from 36 
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states for which they were able to find consistent trend data for the 2002-2003 through the 

2004-2005 school years, and noted that “the percentage of students achieving at or above the 

state’s proficient level rose for most student subgroups in a majority of the states, but the 

increases in student proficiency were often small” (Stullich et al., 2007, p. 22). In addition, 

Stullich et al. (2007) found a slight reduction in the achievement gap between low-income 

students and all students in both reading and math. 

Since each state defines proficiency differently and designs their tests to match their 

curriculum, Stullich et al. (2007) also reviewed the scores from the National Assessment of 

Educational Progress (NAEP). For this portion of the review, instead of focusing on the 

proficiency levels of students, the authors chose to review the average of the scale scores. 

This was possible since the NAEP offered a consistent measure across states, unlike using 

state exams, which differ from one another. A review of the reading portion of this data 

showed that elementary students in high-poverty schools have made long-term gains in both 

math and reading, but more recent changes have been small. The authors also noted the 

NAEP showed greater gains in mathematics than reading, primarily for younger students, and 

that both long- and short-term trends for older students were mixed (Stullich et al., 2007). 

The Center on Education Policy (2011) conducted a more recent study reviewing the 

state test score trends for students who were provided support through Title I services 

through the 2008-2009 school year. Their review, covering 19 states and more than half of 

the nation’s students enrolled in Title I programs, examined the percentage of students 

deemed proficient based on each state’s criteria, as well as the average (mean) score for Title 

I and non-Title I students. Findings indicated that, in most of the states, Title I students had 
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made gains in proficiency since 2002. The authors also shared that gaps between Title I and 

non-Title I students did narrow, but the trends for fourth-grade students were less 

encouraging that that of other grade levels; specifically, the review of students’ mean scores 

for these tests showed less progress in narrowing proficiency gaps. Based on the performance 

of students on these state exams, the authors thus concluded that there was some narrowing 

of the gaps among subgroups for students targeted for intervention support given through 

Title I, but the results were not consistent across all states—and significant gaps in 

achievement still exist. 

Working to evaluate the impact of Title I support on low-income students in New 

York, van der Klaauw (2008) chose a different method to determine if such impoverished 

students benefited by participating in compensatory educational programs in the 1993, 1997, 

and 2001 school years. Instead of reviewing and comparing the proficiency scores of students 

who had participated in these programs with students who had not, he chose to compare 

similar Title I and non-Title I students using a regression-discontinuity approach to analyze 

school-level data, including data on student achievement, suspension rates, and attendance. 

The goal was to compare the impact on students attending a school that used Title I funds to 

provide compensatory programs to the impact on students of a non-Title I school. The 

conclusion of this analysis was that the schools that implemented the programs supported by 

Title I did not lead to better student outcomes in the 1993 and 1997 school years, and “may 

have even caused students to fall further behind” (van der Klaauw, 2008, p. 754). 

Interestingly, he found that the analysis of 2001 data demonstrated less of a negative effect 
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on student outcomes, perhaps based on changes in the way the program was funded and 

operated between the earlier years and 2001. 

Matsudaira et al. (2012) conducted a quantitative study of student test scores that 

replicated much of the results of the van der Klaaw (2008) study. They reviewed data from 

fifth-grade students in 660 schools in 2001 and 569 schools in 2002. However, instead of 

using school-wide test averages, the authors used achievement scores at the student level in 

order to target the low-income students most likely seek intervention services provided by 

Title I funds. Their analysis showed no effects of Title I support on the test scores of these 

students in reading or math. The authors concluded, “Title I funds do not play a significant 

role in increasing student achievement, even among subgroups most likely targeted by 

supplemental services funded through the program” (Matsudaira et al., 2012, p. 14).  

As these studies demonstrate, there is not a consensus that the interventions provided 

to students from the use of Title I funds have positively impacted their education 

achievement. While there is some evidence that the test scores for students supported by Title 

I have improved, this evidence is not consistent or widespread. In addition, standardized tests 

continue to reveal wide gaps in proficiency between subgroups, particularly between students 

who are economically disadvantaged and their non-economically disadvantaged peers 

(Center on Education Policy, 2011; Stullich et al., 2007). 

Student Growth Measures on Standardized Tests 

Results from the above reviews of student performance on standardized test scores 

were viewed in light of scoring at a proficient level, meaning that students answered at or 

above the number of questions deemed by the test makers to demonstrate the student had 
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mastered the material. Such proficiency scores are the scores historically used by schools to 

evaluate the effectiveness of educational programs and student progress. However, since 

testing is largely a function handled by the states, each individual state sets the levels for 

students to be considered proficient. This leads to test results that vary widely from state to 

state and make it difficult to make interstate comparisons (Stullich et al., 2007). 

However, with the recent educational policies advanced by U.S. Secretary of 

Education Arne Duncan and the Race to the Top (RttT) competition for federal dollars, many 

states and local school districts have adopted an additional measure to determine the 

teachers’ effectiveness in influencing student progress; this measure is known as growth or 

value-added models (Amrein-Beardsley & Collins, 2012). The main purpose of these 

measures is to determine how effective a teacher is at growing, or adding value to, the 

students under their tutelage. Results are primarily intended for teacher evaluation purposes. 

These models also attempt to control for school or student factors outside of the teacher’s 

control that may influence student academic achievement; this works to provide a reliable 

measure of the teacher’s impact on student learning, although some researchers have 

expressed concern about the validity of those measures (Berliner, 2014; Di Carlo, 2012). 

Instead of measuring only the proficiency level of a teacher’s students, the value-added 

model uses a pre-test (often the previous year’s exam) to determine how much the student 

has learned since the pre-test, as opposed to only assessing whether the student is currently 

proficient or not. 

The value-added model was pioneered in Tennessee by William Sanders, who sought 

to provide a statistical analysis of the impact of schools, school systems, and teachers on 
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indicators of student learning (Costello, Elson, & Schacter, 2008; Sanders & Horn, 1994). 

While one of the main purposes of the model is to evaluate the effectiveness of teachers, 

school, and school systems, educators can also gain information on how a student is 

progressing from year to year, or to see if a student, whether proficient or not, is making 

progress towards proficiency. In other words, the value-added model is designed to measure 

how much a student has learned or improved over time, not just whether or not they pass the 

test at a single point in time (Amrein-Beardsley & Collins, 2012; Costello et al., 2008). 

One of the challenges for using value-added models to assess teacher effectiveness at 

growing their students is that these tests do not measure all teachers; this is because most 

states only administer standardized tests for students in Grades 3 to 8, and in reading and 

math (Gill, English, Furgeson, & McCullough, 2014). This leaves a large number of teachers 

(such as teacher of social studies, science, arts and physical education) without growth 

measures. Gill et al. (2014) documented the effort of several states to address this issue by 

two different methods. One method uses assessments other than the end-of-grade tests, some 

of which are commercially available and others created by local districts, to pre-assess and 

post-assess students. These assessments are standardized, and also use sophisticated 

statistical methods to calculate student growth; they do not simply compare pre- and post- 

assessment results. 

The other method identified by Gill et al. (2014) to use in measuring growth for 

students not covered by standardized tests in reading and math is the use of student learning 

objectives (SLO). In this method, teachers identify student weaknesses and set learning goals 

for students that are aligned with curriculum goals. In most cases, the goals must be approved 
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by the principal or a district official. Assessments administered in the spring are then used to 

determine if students made growth toward the standards. SLOs also have the added benefit of 

promoting collaborative efforts from teachers and instructional leaders on supporting student 

growth, and informing instruction. 

Although SLOs have some advantages, they also have some distinct disadvantages. 

Unlike commercially available value-added model (VAM) programs, they are less 

standardized, and may take a great deal of time to develop. According to Amrein-Beardsley 

and Collins (2012), there are at a minimum eight different entities providing or developing 

VAMs across the United States. The most widely used program was developed by SAS, and 

is known as the Education Value-Added Assessment System (EVAAS). The SAS EVAAS 

model is the most widely used VAM (Amrein-Beardsley & Collins, 2012), and four states 

have currently implemented the EVAAS system statewide, in addition to a variety of other 

local school districts—North Carolina, Ohio, Pennsylvania, and Tennessee. North Carolina 

uses the EVAAS system to provide the growth calculations for students taking the North 

Carolina End-of-Grade (EOG) assessment, and assigns growth calculations as a part of a 

teacher’s evaluation (NC DPI, 2013). In this measure, students’ EOG scores are assigned a 

Normal Curve Equivalency (NCE) value that is compared to the following year’s NCE score. 

For example, when a third-grade student takes the Reading EOG, s/he receives a NCE score 

along with a proficiency score. When that same student takes the fourth-grade EOG, their 

NCE score is compared to the previous year’s results. If it is higher, that student is 

considered to have made more than a year’s worth of growth, leading to a positive growth 

score. Students who have a lower NCE score than the previous year are deemed to have 
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made less than a year’s worth of growth compared to their peers, earning a negative growth 

score. 

Using VAM to measure student progress is something that is relatively new, and has 

not been widely studied (Amrein-Beardsley & Collins, 2012; Di Carlo, 2012; Stuit et al., 

2014). Since the major purpose of using VAM is related to teacher evaluation, much of the 

current research that has been done pertains to the effectiveness of using this measure to 

identify effective teachers (Amrein-Beardsley & Collins, 2012; Berliner 2014; Stuit et al., 

2014). Notably, the current study’s review of the literature did not reveal any research using 

the growth scores to measure student progress for program evaluation, nor to identify 

effective instructional practices that support high growth scores. 

Low Income Schools, High Student Results 

Much of the literature reviewed here detailed the lack of student success in reading as 

measured by standardized tests, particularly for students identified as low-income as defined 

by eligibility for the federally subsidized Free and Reduced Lunch program. However, there 

are schools that have been identified as developing proficient readers despite the challenges 

of poverty. These schools span the spectrum in terms of geography, type (public, charter, and 

private), and grade level (elementary, middle, and high school), but do have one thing in 

common—success in helping students of poverty be successful on high-stakes standardized 

testing. 
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A 90/90/90 Elementary School 

Kearney, Herington, and Aguilar (2012) investigated the success of Lackland City 

Elementary School, located in San Antonio, Texas. This school was identified as a 

“90/90/90” school, one in which at least 90% of the students were students of poverty, 90% 

of the students were non-White, and 90% of the students were considered proficient as 

measured by the standardized state achievement tests in reading and math. Lackland City 

Elementary met these criteria every year from 2006 through 2010, and Kearney et al.’s 

(2012) case study identified three key elements contributing to their success: (1) support 

structures, (2) relationships, and (3) consistency. 

The support structures enumerated by the researchers included hiring practices that 

attempt to get the right individuals on board, as well as a continual focus on support teachers’ 

ability to be effective through staff development. The school’s administrative team also 

empowers teachers to grow. Teachers said they felt like the principal was not only capable of 

advocating for them as needed, but would actually do what it took to support and advocate 

for them. The study also found that support structures were in place for students, as all 

teachers were required to provide afterschool tutoring. The study participants shared the view 

that such structures put ample supports in place to help teachers and students be successful 

(Kearney et al., 2012). 

The case study also identified the importance of relationships to the success of the 

school. The school in the study focused on developing relationships among administrators, 

teachers, family, as well as community members such as local universities, former students, 

and neighborhood associations. Daily routines emphasize the importance of maintaining 
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these relationships and communicating expectations to students and parents. The school also 

held several functions throughout the school year that brought school personnel, students, 

parents, alumni, and community members together to help strengthen and build the necessary 

relationships (Kearney et al., 2012). 

The final area of importance Kearney et al. (2012) identified for the success of 

Lackland City Elementary was consistency—in leadership and staff as well as pedagogy. 

School leadership had been consistent since they had the same principal for 25 years, and 

staff, including teachers, cafeteria workers, and clerical staff, had also remained consistent 

over the years. One teacher said that her team had been consistent for almost the entirety of 

her 17 years of working at the school. Likewise, the school emphasized consistency in 

pedagogy across each grade level, doing this through common planning and consistency of 

programs. The school even experienced a great deal of consistency of families, as those with 

students enrolled in the school tended to remain in the school’s attendance zone, largely 

because of their favorable view of their children’s experience at the school (Kearney et al., 

2012). 

Characteristics of High-Achieving; High-Poverty Schools 

A study of nine high-achieving poverty schools in the state of Ohio that had 

demonstrated high performance for consecutive years was conducted by Hagelskamp and 

DiStasi (2012). Their research identified key attributes of a variety of schools that had high 

student achievement despite a large concentration (at least 75%) of students in poverty. The 

key attributes the authors identified included: (1) strong leadership that maintains focus on 

the school’s goals, (2) administrators and teachers with a high level of commitment, (3) 
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opportunities and incentives for teachers to collaborate and share best practices, (4) using 

data to plan instruction, (5) high academic expectations for students, (6) high behavioral 

expectations for all students, (7) incentives provided to students for both academic success 

and good behavior, (8) the confidence in students that teachers love, value, and will support 

them, (9) the viewpoint from administrators and teachers that a lack of support from parents 

does not keep them from being effective at helping their students learn, (10) a focus on 

continuous improvement, and (11) an understanding that, while there are certainly common 

themes for each school, each one also has its unique story to tell. 

Interestingly, most of the characteristics identified by Hagelskamp and DiStasi (2012) 

deal either directly or indirectly with the first two areas noted in the case study of the 

Lackland City Elementary school: school leadership and relationships. Both of these schools 

had strong leadership that provided professional development and a collaborative, data-

driven work environment in which teachers could grow. In addition to the supports in place 

for teachers, incentives were put in place to support appropriate student behavior and 

academic work, and students reported their relationships with their teachers were strong. 

 Focusing on the influence of strong leadership, Chenoweth and Theokas (2013) 

identified four characteristics that principals do to influence high achievement in schools 

with a large percentage of students in poverty. The four characteristics they identified include 

their beliefs about student potential, a focus on instruction above managerial duties, building 

capacity in the staff, and a consistent monitoring of what works and what does not. One 

interesting example shared by Chenoweth and Theokas (2012) of what works and what does 

not work included a discussion with Terri Tomlinson, principal at an elementary school in 
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Mobile, Alabama, and her teachers. When Tomlinson became principal of the school in 

2004, the students were performing well below the state standards. The school’s teachers 

made the case that the students would benefit from field trips, but Tomlinson was not initially 

receptive to the idea and felt that such extracurricular outings were often a waste of time. 

However, following strong encouragement from the teachers, she allowed them to take the 

students as long as the teachers demonstrated how the field trips would align with the 

curriculum as well as build vocabulary and background knowledge for the students. The 

school used a variety of student assessments to document the results of the field trips, and the 

evidence suggested that field trips were indeed successful in supporting student learning. 

Students at the school now regularly go on field trips to supplement their learning, and the 

school is now one of the highest performing in the state. This success can be attributed to the 

principal’s willingness to allow staff to try new things, as well as her insistence on 

monitoring and documenting what works and discarding what does not, which allowed the 

school to provide their students with meaningful experiences that have enhanced their ability 

to read and write. 

Although there is an abundance of literature that highlights the lack of success in 

helping students of poverty read proficiently, despite the additional resources often provided 

through Title I and other programs, there are also some success stories. In studies of high-

poverty schools that have been successful in seeing their students meet achievement goals, 

researchers have noted the importance of strong leadership, building relationships with 

students, collaboration among teachers on effective instructional practices, a focus on 



 

 

 

50 

continual improvement, and the use of data to make decisions (Chenoweth and Theokas, 

2013; Hagelskamp & DiStasi, 2012; Kearney et al., 2012). 

Summary of Literature 

Identifying a student’s reading progress by measuring fluency, especially ORF, is a 

widely accepted practice for measuring a student’s ability to read (Cummings et al., 2013; 

Fuchs, Fuchs, & Maxwell, 1988; Hosp & Hosp, 2003; Pikulski & Chard, 2005). There is a 

large research base to indicate it is an effective way to predict student success in tests of 

reading, including standardized tests designed to measure a student’s ability to read and 

comprehend (Fuchs et al., 2001; Reschly et al., 2009; Stage & Jacobsen, 2001; Yeo, 2010). 

These researchers also note that ORF is widely used to identify students who are struggling 

readers, especially in the early years, as well as to measure the student progress while 

interventions are put into place to help them improve their reading skills. However, some 

studies have shown that using ORF measures to identify struggling readers may miss some 

students, especially upper elementary students and those for whom English is a second 

language, who may have learned to read fluently but are unable to comprehend what they 

have read (Jeon, 2012; Quirk & Beem, 2012; Vanderwood et al., 2014). 

Researchers have also tried to pinpoint effective intervention practices for struggling 

readers. Some of the practices deemed to be effective include: written word work and the use 

of manipulatives, direct instruction in phonemic awareness, modeling of correct reading 

skills, one-on-one or small-group tutoring, and work in the foundational skills such as 

phonemic awareness and decoding (Juel, 1996; Lane et al., 2009; McMaster et al., 2012; U.S. 
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Department of Education, 2013). Yet despite all that we have learned about effective 

interventions for struggling readers, successful implementation of programs that close 

achievement gaps for readers from many subgroups (such as economically disadvantaged or 

ELL students) remains elusive (Farkas & Hall, 2000; Matsudaira et al., 2012; McDill & 

Natriello, 1997; Stullich et al., 2007; Vinovskis, 1999). 

Student proficiency in reading is usually measured in upper elementary grades using 

standardized tests. For students to be considered proficient, they must meet a predetermined 

cut score that identifies them as proficient. In addition to calculating a proficiency score, 

many school districts and states also attempt to capture student “growth” independent of 

proficiency. One method for calculating this measure, EVAAS, uses the normal curve 

equivalency score to measure to determine if a student meets expected growth, exceeds 

expected growth, or does not meet expected growth when compared to the previous test 

(Amrein-Beardsley & Collins, 2012; Costello et al., 2008). 

While much research indicates students of poverty are largely unsuccessful on 

standardized tests, there are exceptions to this general rule (Chenoweth & Theokas, 2013; 

Hagelskamp & DiStasi, 2012; Kearney et al., 2012). In an effort to identify the characteristics 

of these outliers, these researchers have noted the importance of the principal or school 

leader in setting the right tone and environment for student achievement, as well as the value 

of teachers’ willingness and commitment to engage in continuous staff development, data-

based collaboration around best practices for instruction, and relationship development with 

students. While these practices for supporting students in high-poverty schools was noted, 

specific instructional practices for supporting student progress in reading were not prominent. 
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Another gap in the literature was a dearth of information on the effects of intervention 

practices for students as measured by the growth or value-added measures. The limited 

research on the value-added models did not detail effective intervention practices that help 

students grow closer to proficiency using value-added measures such as EVAAS, even 

though students may not yet have reached proficiency targets. The current study was 

designed to fill that gap, and to determine how students in the WCPSS school district are 

identified for reading intervention progress as determined by individual growth measures. In 

addition, the study attempted to uncover the perceptions of the teachers providing the 

interventions, as well as those of the administrators who evaluate the teachers, about the 

reasons for the effectiveness or lack of effectiveness for the interventions. The following 

chapter details the methods used in the current study to shed some light on these issues. 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 

Recent legislation in North Carolina has changed the landscape for students and 

educators alike by raising the standards for student performance on state End-of-Grade 

(EOG) standardized testing in reading. Ensuring that students are able to successfully 

demonstrate their ability to comprehend reading passages aligned with the new, more 

rigorous Common Core State Standards (CCSS) has taken on a greater sense of urgency. Due 

to the high stakes and the increased rigor of these new assessments aligned with the CCSS, it 

is incumbent upon professional educators to focus their ever-decreasing resources on 

instructional strategies that are effective at supporting students in reading and comprehending 

these texts; this is not only in the interest of student success on the tests, but also to help 

students gain the skills in reading that will allow them to experience success in their 

academic endeavors beyond elementary school. The current case study was designed to 

identify and explore the effectiveness of reading instruction as measured by student 

individual growth performance on standardized testing. 

Case Study Methodology 

This study can best be described as a case study. Stake (1995) defines the case study 

as less of a methodology or process than it is a way of focusing on the bounded system, or 

case, as an object of study. However, other researchers define the case study as a qualitative 

methodology to be used to better understand a problem within a real-life context or setting 

(Creswell, 2013; Yin, 2009). Creswell (2013) identified the features important to consider 

when conducting a case study intended to provide an in-depth understanding of the case; 
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these include identifying the case to be studied, the intent of conducting the study, and the 

researcher’s approach to data collection and analysis. Creswell (2013) also claimed that a 

good case study analyzes the data collected in order to derive meaning from the study. In this 

section, the key components of the current study are identified. 

Study Participants and Case 

This study reviewed the effectiveness of ELA teachers of fifth-grade students in 

helping their students demonstrate progress on EOG tests as measured by the growth metric. 

The researcher reviewed data for the 2012-2013 and 2013-2014 school years who had been 

identified as receiving targeted intervention services for reading in WCPSS Title I schools. 

These test years were chosen particularly because the 2012-2013 school year was the first 

one that was aligned with the new CCSS. This approach allowed for two years of data to be 

reviewed on the same test format. In addition, the data for fifth-grade students were chosen 

for the case study due to the consistency of and availability of individual growth scores for 

these students. The calculation used in the EVAAS growth scores is based on previous 

testing data (SAS Institute, n.d.). While the actual formula is proprietary information, the 

district is provided individual growth projections for students starting in fifth grade, as at 

least three previous tests are used in the calculation to make these predictions of student 

success. Data are captured by the district’s Data and Accountability Department, and this 

particular set of data were requested through the district’s formal data request protocols in 

place to protect the identity of any particular student. 
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Type of Case Study 

This will be an intrinsic case study, one in which the focus is the case itself. The case 

to be studied will be fifth-grade students who received focused intervention instruction in 

reading during the 2012-2013 and 2013-2014 school years. In addition, this is a study born 

out of my own intrinsic interest in the case. Stake (1995) stated, when describing the intrinsic 

study, that “the more the intrinsic in the case, the more we will restrain our curiosities and 

special interests and the more we will try to discern and pursue issues critical to the case” (p. 

4). My interest in understanding how our students receiving intervention reading instruction 

are growing will help me set aside my own subjectivity, which will be more fully addressed 

later, and better understand the individual growth in reading of the selected students. 

Test Data Collection and Analysis 

In most of the WCPSS schools that receive Title I funds to support student learning, 

fourth- and fifth-grade students who are provided reading interventions are identified by the 

use of the tool, which is used to capture DIBELS data. While the tool is used universally 

across Grades K-3, only a small portion of these assessments are used for students in upper 

grades. However, teachers in Title I schools are encouraged to use this tool for students 

receiving interventions, especially the Text Reading and Comprehension (TRC) measure, in 

order to monitor their progress in reading level. Identifying the students in Title I schools 

using the mCLASS tool allows the district to determine the majority of the students receiving 

interventions in the district. The data provided in the current study included the End-of-Grade 

(EOG) test growth score for these students, along with the designation of met, not met, or 

exceeded growth on the EOG test in reading. 
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WCPSS does not provide any one specific intervention program for students 

identified as needing interventions in reading instruction; this is a site-based decision made at 

each school. Because of this inconsistency in intervention programs and methods, I expected 

to, and did indeed, find a wide range of student performance in the test score individual 

growth data. Data were used to identify schools at the extreme ends of the spectrum in 

individual growth scores. Next, for four schools, two at each end of the individual growth 

spectrum, principals, reading intervention teachers, and core ELA teachers were asked to 

participate in structured interviews in order to gain a better understanding of their perceptions 

of the reasons for their students’ scores. 

In the interest of safeguarding the identity of the students, test scores without names 

attached were requested from the WCPSS Data and Accountability Department. Another 

identity protection measure was implemented by storing the data electronically on a 

password-protected computer. Additionally, the scores were not printed or disseminated to 

others outside the study. By collecting the test data and analyzing it by school, I was able to 

use a purposeful sampling method to conduct interviews for additional data collection. The 

next section discusses the qualitative data collection process, including the interview 

protocols and how individual teachers and schools were protected in the data collection 

process. 

Qualitative Data Collection and Analysis 

Once schools at the extreme ends of their performance on individual student growth 

were identified, I asked the principals at each of the schools if they were willing to be 

interviewed to share their perceptions of the reasons for the results of the growth scores of 
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their students on the EOG tests. Once they agreed, I requested permission to contact the fifth-

grade Reading/ELA core teacher and reading intervention teacher that worked with the fifth-

grade students. The teachers at all four of the selected schools willingly agreed to participate 

in the study. 

Principals and teachers were assured that pseudonyms would be used to protect their 

identity and that of their school. In addition, a certain amount of anonymity was assured 

simply by the sheer number of schools that receive Title I funds in the school district; during 

the 2011-2012 school year, 62 of the district’s 104 elementary schools received Title I funds. 

Since the current study’s qualitative data collection focused on only four schools and also 

used pseudonyms, these schools would not be easily identifiable. 

The qualitative data collection tool used to gather information for the study was the 

structured interview. An interview protocol was used (see Appendix A) to conduct one-on-

one interviews with the principals, intervention teachers, and the core ELA teacher for the 

fifth-grade students at the identified schools. Each interview was recorded and transcribed so 

that the interviews could be reviewed and scrutinized several times to determine key themes 

and concepts. I took notes and frequently used member checking to ensure that their 

responses were being clearly understood clearly, and this was done by asking clarifying 

questions and restating what the interviewee said. In addition, participants were invited to 

review copies of the interview transcripts for accuracy, which also allowed them to provide 

additional feedback to clarify their perceptions if needed. 

Once the interviews were completed, transcripts were created of the recorded 

interviews; it should be noted that some responses were minimally edited for grammar and to 
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ensure clarity. A subsequent review of the transcripts revealed common emergent themes. I 

specifically examined the perceptions of the teachers and administrators to look for what did 

or did not contribute to the student results, whether that was specific instructional strategy, 

the program itself, or teacher behavior. Key practices and behaviors were identified for the 

teachers of students with high individual growth, and these differed with the practices of the 

schools with large number of students that did not meet individual growth. These results will 

hopefully allow other teachers to duplicate the success of these elementary students in 

exceeding growth targets on standardized tests. 

Study Procedures 

Approval for the study was obtained by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) of 

North Carolina State University, as well as from the Wake County Public Schools’ Data and 

Accountability Department and the WCPSS Board of Education. To protect the 

confidentiality of students, student names were deleted from the test scores obtained and 

reviewed for the study. Though specific schools were identified in the study’s analysis, 

pseudonyms were used to protect the anonymity of the schools. Furthermore, any educators 

who agreed to be interviewed for the qualitative data collection were also assigned 

pseudonyms to protect their identity. 

After test scores were obtained and the schools with the high and low individual 

growth scores identified, and after the principals and teachers of these schools had agreed to 

participate in the interviews, they were given the Informed Consent Form (see Appendix B). 

Interviewees were also given a copy of the questions prior to the interview to allow them 
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time to reflect on the questions and consider their responses. The individuals that agreed to 

participate in the interview process were also assured that steps would be taken to protect 

their identity. As with the schools, pseudonyms were used for the teachers and administrators 

who were interviewed. 

Limitations of the Study 

The findings in this study are specific to students in fifth grade. The students were 

identified as receiving interventions based on their teachers’ use of the mCLASS tool, and 

the consistency of the tool’s usage could not be ascertained. In addition, because the 

interviews were limited to only a few educators who worked in four schools in one district, 

the identified perceptions and effective instructional strategies cannot be seen to represent a 

comprehensive list of potential reasons and effective strategies for supporting high student 

growth in reading. 

Delimitations of the Study 

This study reviews the individual test growth data for fifth-grade students in one 

school district who took the North Carolina EOG tests in the 2012-2013 and 2013-2014 

school years. As with other types of qualitative data collection, the results cannot be 

generalized to middle or high school students, nor to lower grade elementary students. These 

testing years were selected for the current study because the EOG tests changed in the 2012-

2013 school year due to the implementation of the CCSS. The current study’s review was 

limited to fifth-grade students primarily because of the individual growth data available 

through district reports. Furthermore, as discussed in the literature review, some researchers 
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have pointed to the challenge in helping students in the upper elementary grades, claiming 

that helping students in fluency measures may result in them losing some of their 

effectiveness at supporting comprehension (Quirk & Beem, 2012). 

Researcher Subjectivity 

As noted by both Creswell (2013) and Patton (2002), the researcher is the primary 

instrument in a qualitative study. My interest in this topic grew out of my experiences as a 

principal in an elementary setting. In order to minimize the effect of any potential 

preconceived ideas influencing my research, I set aside my own experiences, beliefs, and 

perceptions in order to allow the beliefs and perceptions of the principals, teachers, and 

reading intervention teachers to come through in the research. I did not include students or 

teachers from my own school in the analysis or interviews, in order to distance myself from 

the data. I used member checking, frequently asking clarifying questions during interviews, 

to ensure I accurately captured their perceptions instead of imposing my perceptions on the 

data. I also gave those interviewed an opportunity to read the transcripts of the interviews in 

order to verify that I had accurately captured their perceptions. One of the primary purposes 

of the data review process in phase one of this study was to provide a way to select the 

schools to approach for interviews that was free of my own preconceived ideas. 

Chapter Summary 

This case study grew out of a desire to effectively help students make growth in 

reading as measured by standardized testing. First, individual growth (not proficiency) results 

were gathered for fifth-grade students on the Reading EOG test. Students were identified as 
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having met, not met, or exceeded EVAAS growth targets. Next, the data were reviewed by 

school to pinpoint schools with high percentages of students who had exceeded individual 

growth, as well as schools with high percentages of students who had not met individual 

growth targets. Once the schools were identified, I gained permission to interview the 

principal, core ELA teacher, and reading intervention teacher at each school in order to 

uncover their perceptions as to the reasons for the success, or lack of success, in helping their 

students grow in reading. This revealed some instructional practices that, if implemented 

more widely, could possibly positively affect the growth of fifth-grade students in their 

reading ability, including their ability to perform better on EOG tests. 
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS 

This case study was designed to identify effective instructional practices that have 

demonstrated an ability to help fifth-grade students receiving intervention support in reading 

meet and exceed growth targets as they move toward proficiency. The emphasis was on 

finding instructional practices that produce the high individual growth that students 

performing below proficiency need to move toward meeting proficiency targets. In order to 

identify these practices, data were reviewed for fifth-grade students in Title I schools in the 

Wake County Public School Systems (WCPSS) district who received intervention instruction 

in reading. I identified some schools that had produced a large percentage of their 

intervention students demonstrating high-growth results for two consecutive years, as well as 

schools that had a large percentage of students who had not met individual growth targets. I 

then conducted interviews with a core teacher, intervention teacher, and the principal at two 

schools on both extremes of the growth scale, for a total of 12 interviews at four schools. The 

intention was to compare and contrast the instructional practices at these schools in hopes of 

ascertaining effective practices that produce high individual growth scores for these students 

and teachers. 

This chapter begins with an overview of the data collection and review process, and 

also shares how I identified the schools at which interviews would be conducted to dig 

deeper into the instructional practices provided to students receiving interventions. Next, an 

overview of demographic data as well as overall student proficiency and growth data is 

presented. Findings are then presented from the interviews with the core classroom teacher, 

intervention teacher, and principal in each of the four schools, along with a comparison and 
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contrast of themes that emerged from the interviews and data review. The last section of this 

chapter includes a summary of the findings from the case study. 

Data Collection and Overview 

While overall growth data were collected and reported for teachers and schools 

(including by grade level), these data were not collected and reported specifically for students 

receiving interventions. To acquire the data required to review these students’ individual 

growth, I asked the WCPSS Data and Accountability Department to provide the growth 

scores for students along with data that had been collected to monitor student progress using 

the mCLASS tool to collect DIBELS data. Although this tool is used to monitor student 

growth in reading across the district for Grades 1-3, schools usually use the tool for progress 

monitoring in the upper grades. The use of the tool is highly encouraged at Title I schools, 

and most of them use it. 

Once students were identified as having a score in the mCLASS tool, the Data and 

Accountability Department matched the student with their Education Value-Added 

Assessment System (EVAAS) data from the Reading End-of-Grade (EOG) test. This data 

included the projected percentile, the actual percentile obtained, and the difference between 

projected and actual for each student, along with the designation of whether the student met, 

did not meet, or exceeded expected individual growth. Students who were at or within +/- 5 

points of their projected score were deemed to have made their growth target, students with a 

percentile score of six or more points above the projected score were designated as having 
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exceeded growth, and students that were six or more points below the projection were 

deemed to have not met growth expectations. 

Identifying Schools Exceeding and Not Meeting Growth Targets 

Once received, data were sorted and filtered to exclude students at grade levels other 

than fifth, as well those students not at Title I schools. Each Title I school was then assigned 

a random number in order to provide anonymity. Schools were designated as School #1, 

School #2, and so on. Schools that had identified less than 10 fifth-grade students with data 

were also removed from the list, as this would have allowed a small number of students to 

skew the percentages. In the 2014-2015 school year, between 10 and 43 students in the 

schools met these criteria and were used in the calculations. Of these 27 schools, 20 (74%) 

had 10-24 students in the calculation. In the 2013-2014 school year, 24 schools met the 

criteria for inclusion, and these schools had anywhere from 10-30 students, and 19 of the 24 

(79%) of these schools had between 10-24 students used in the calculation. 

The percentages of students who had exceeded individual growth targets at each 

school, along with the district average, were then calculated and ranked in descending order 

for each of the school years. These results are displayed in Table 1. The schools with 

identification numbers in bold are the schools that were above the district average for both 

years. The schools at which interviews were completed are also bolded, and assigned a letter 

designation as well. More details about these particular schools are included in the next 

section. 
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Table 1: Ranking of Schools by Number of Students Exceeding Growth Targets 

Schools Exceeding Growth Targets by Percentage 

2013-2014 School Year 2014-2015 School Year 

Rank School ID # Exceeds % Exceeds Rank School ID # Exceeds % Exceeds 

1 #7 (D) 15 62.5% 1 #55 12 57.1% 

2 #24 (A) 16 59.3% 2 #42 7 50.0% 

3 #26 15 50.0% 3 #16 26 44.8% 

4 #2 7 46.7% 4 #27 12 42.9% 

5 #27 7 46.7% 5 #54 5 41.7% 

6 #50 5 45.5% 6 #22 4 40.0% 

7 #6 5 45.5% 7 #44 5 38.5% 

8 #29 5 45.5% 8 #3 5 35.7% 

9 #12 12 44.4% 9 #32 5 35.7% 

10 #16 8 42.1% 10 #56 5 35.7% 

11 #3 9 40.9% 11 #24 (A) 7 35.0% 

12 #37 8 38.1% 12 #1 13 33.3% 

13 #1 6 37.5% 13 #2 8 33.3% 

14 #44 4 33.3% 14 #7 (D) 6 31.6% 

15 #4 4 33.3% 15 #35 8 29.6% 

16 #39 4 33.3% 16 #43 4 26.7% 

17 #55 7 28.0% 17 #58 5 25.0% 

18 #57 3 23.1% 18 #28 9 24.3% 

19 #35 3 21.4% 19 #12 10 21.3% 

20 #28 3 18.8% 20 #4 2 20.0% 

21 #9 5 17.9% 21 #49 4 19.0% 

22 #49 2 16.7% 22 #59 4 17.4% 

23 #22 2 13.3% 23 #1 2 16.7% 

24 #15 2 12.5% 24 #6 2 15.4% 

District Total 192 35.7% 25 #31 1 9.1% 

    26 #9 2 7.4% 

    27 #15 1 6.3% 

    District Total 196 28.7% 

 

 

 

In order to identify schools with the largest percentages of intervention students not 

meeting individual growth targets, the same methods were used, and the schools were ranked 

accordingly. These data are depicted in Table 2. 
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Table 2: Ranking of Schools by Number of Students Not Meeting Growth Targets 

Schools Not Meeting Growth Targets by Percentage 

2013-2014 School Year 2014-2015 School Year 

Rank School ID # Not Met % Not Met Rank School ID# # Not Met % Not Met 

1 #22 12 80.0% 1 #31 8 72.7% 

2 #4 6 50.0% 2 #9 18 66.7% 

3 #35 (B) 7 50.0% 3 #15 (C) 10 62.5% 

4 #28 8 50.0% 4 #3 8 57.1% 

5 #15 (C) 7 43.8% 5 #35 (B) 15 55.6% 

6 #9 12 42.9% 6 #12 25 53.2% 

7 #49 5 41.7% 7 #59 12 52.2% 

8 #12 10 37.0% 8 #51 6 50.0% 

9 #16 7 36.8% 9 #7 9 47.4% 

10 #50 4 36.4% 10 #43 7 46.7% 

11 #27 5 33.3% 11 #58 9 45.0% 

12 #44 4 33.3% 12 #49 9 42.9% 

13 #39 4 33.3% 13 #1 16 41.0% 

14 #57 4 30.8% 14 #4 4 40.0% 

15 #55 7 28.0% 15 #6 5 38.5% 

16 #6 3 27.3% 16 #32 5 35.7% 

17 #26 7 23.3% 17 #24 7 35.0% 

18 #24 6 22.2% 18 #54 4 33.3% 

19 #2 3 20.0% 19 #2 8 33.3% 

20 #1 3 18.8% 20 #28 12 32.4% 

21 #29 2 18.2% 21 #27 9 32.1% 

22 #7 4 16.7% 22 #44 4 30.8% 

23 #37 3 14.3% 23 #22 3 30.0% 

24 #3 3 13.6% 24 #42 4 28.6% 

District Total 173 32.2% 25 #56 4 28.6% 

    26 #16 15 25.9% 

    27 #55 2 9.5% 

    District Total 290 42.5% 

 

 

 

These data yielded several schools at which interviews could potentially be conducted. 

I chose to interview at schools in different geographic regions of the district, as well as at 

schools that differed slightly in their demographic makeup. Permission was granted to allow 

me to interview the principals, fifth-grade core English Language Arts (ELA) teachers, and 

fifth-grade intervention teachers at each of the schools that were contacted. These schools are 
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labeled A, B, C, and D, in the order in which permission to conduct the interviews was 

granted. 

Summary for Data Collection and Overview 

After receiving the EVAAS data for fifth-grade students in Title I schools who had 

been identified as having received intervention support, I calculated 1) the percentages of 

students that exceeded individual growth targets, and 2) the percentages of students that did 

not meet their individual growth targets at their respective Title I schools. Schools were 

ranked from highest to lowest percentages in each of these areas for both the 2013-2014 and 

2014-2015 school years. Schools that were above district averages for both years were 

identified, and permission was received to conduct follow-up interviews at two schools with 

high percentages of students exceeding growth, as well as at two schools that had high 

percentages of students who did not meet growth targets. For these schools, I also reviewed 

the published EVAAS overall growth results and compared them to the results of students 

receiving interventions. The next section provides some demographic data for each school, 

shares the findings from the comparison of the overall EVAAS results with those of students 

receiving interventions, and details the interviews conducted at each school. 

Findings for School A 

School A, like all schools in the current study, is a Title I school in the WCPSS. 

According to data obtained from the WCPSS District Facts website, during the 2013-2014 

school year, School A had an average daily membership of 706 students, and 49.2% of these 

students qualified for free and reduced (F&R) lunch. The school also had approximately 
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21.5% of its students identified as Limited English Proficiency (LEP) students. School A’s 

students demonstrated an overall “exceeds growth” designation for the EVAAS growth 

measure, and met 100% of their Annual Measurable Objectives (AMO) targets, which are 

proficiency targets set for subgroups of students. During the 2014-2015 school year, student 

enrollment was 651 students, of whom 56.2% qualified for F&R lunch, and 23.3% were 

identified as LEP students. Students in Grades 3-5 demonstrated 65.3% performance 

composite proficiency on the EOG tests, and the school met 94.4% of their AMO subgroup 

targets for proficiency. The school met overall growth on the EVAAS measure (WCPSS, 

2015a). 

School A was very similar to the school in which I worked as a principal at the time 

of the study. The campus was similar, sharing a bus loop with the nearby middle school. The 

students and parents I saw upon arriving at the school reflected its very diverse population. 

The staff members supervising the school’s dismissal were friendly and made a point to greet 

me, and the congenial atmosphere continued as I entered the office area. The office staff 

quickly and efficiently put me in contact with the principal, and gave me a bottle of water 

before introducing me to the first intervention teacher I would interview. The interactions I 

observed between the principal and staff members were very professional, yet still warm and 

caring. There was clearly mutual respect among the staff, and School A’s team seemed to 

have a mission. 

Data Summary 

A review of School A’s provided data for the fifth-grade students who had received 

intervention support in reading demonstrated that the school had done very well in helping 
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their students exceed individual growth targets for the last two years. When in my data set I 

ranked the schools that had exceeded growth expectations, School A had 59.3% (16) fifth-

grade students with this designation, which meant it was ranked second in the district for its 

percentage of students identified as exceeding growth estimates during the 2013-2014 school 

year. This number was significantly higher than the district average of 35.7%. Not only did 

School A have a significant number exceed individual growth expectations, but the 

percentage of students who nevertheless met the growth target was 37.1%. This meant that 

only 22.2% of the school’s students did not meet the expected individual growth targets, 

notably one of the lowest numbers of all the schools in the data set. 

In the 2014-2015 school year, 35% (7 individuals) of School A’s students exceeded 

individual growth expectations, which was also above the district average of 28.7%. As with 

the prior year, School A had only 35% of students not meet growth goals (one of the lowest 

numbers of any school), with 30% of their students designated as meeting their targets. 

School A was one of only six schools that had exceeded district growth targets consistently 

for both the 2013-2014 and 2014-2015 school years. 

Other data reviewed for School A was the EVAAS School Value-Added Report for 

the EOG Reading test provided by the North Carolina Department of Public Instruction (NC 

DPI). These data measure how effective teachers and schools are at helping their students 

make growth on the state EOG tests when compared to other students across the state, a 

measure that is independent of proficiency scores (Public Schools of NC, 2013b; SAS, n.d.). 

This measure is for all students who take the EOG, not just students receiving interventions. 

School A was deemed to be effective at growing their students in third, fourth, and fifth 
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grades, but was noted to be especially so in fifth grade. The school met growth in third grade 

for the last two years (the only years that this data is available for third grade); met growth in 

fourth grade for the last three years; and exceeded growth in fifth grade for three consecutive 

years. The metric for “exceeds growth” was very high for School A, high enough to give the 

school this designation for both the 2014-2015 school year as well as for the overall three-

year average (NC DPI, 2013). 

As these data show, School A had been successful in producing growth that not only 

met expectations for their upper-grade students, but also resulted in their fifth-grade students, 

especially those receiving interventions, exceeding growth expectations overall. In the next 

section, the information provided from the intervention teacher, one of the fifth-grade core 

literacy teachers, and the principal at School A is reviewed. 

Interview with the Intervention Teacher 

The intervention teacher at School A is an experienced instructor. She greeted me 

warmly and welcomed me to the school. She brought several pieces of data to the meeting, 

giving me the sense that she was very organized and data-driven, facts which were later 

confirmed during the interview process. She shared with me that she started teaching 20 

years ago, in a second-grade classroom in a different school district, and had been at her 

current school in various intervention positions for the last 13 years. She had worked with 

struggling students in Grades K-5, including in her current role as a reading intervention 

teacher. She described delivering her intervention supports in both a “pull-out” model, where 

students are removed from the classroom for targeted services, as well as a “push-in” model 

in which she goes into the classroom to support struggling students. 
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This teacher was able to discuss in detail the data used to select students for 

intervention services. She also described how the data was used to drive decisions on which 

students to place in intensive intervention (provided through pull-out services), as well as less 

intensive push-in services for students who are just below proficient, which she described as 

“bubble kids.” She detailed how the teachers meet early in the school year to discuss how 

best to support students, whether that be, for example, through ESL services or by working 

with the intervention team. School A’s intervention teacher also described how they 

continuously monitored student data and accordingly made adjustments to their support 

throughout the school year. 

For the students needing intensive interventions, she worked with the classroom 

teachers to review data from the previous years’ report cards, results from Case 21 

benchmark exams, EOG tests, and the DIBELS data collected using the mCLASS assessment 

tool. Once they identified the most struggling students based on the multiple data points, she 

and the other intervention teachers had the students complete several assessments to dig 

deeper and identify the foundational skills they were missing; students completed these 

assessments at the beginning, middle, and end of the school year. She noted that several 

assessments were good at getting to the most foundational skills the students needed, 

including older assessments that were no longer required by the district but used by the team 

because they found value in the data. She told me that she and the core teachers regularly 

communicated about how best to support students, and adjusted their instruction and support 

as needed. She noted: 
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Then again, with those kids, we'll do the digging deeper of the names test to see if 

there's a decoding problem or if it's just comprehension, and, if it's comprehension, is 

it literal comprehension or is it the higher-level stuff? So we really dig down into all 

that kind of stuff and then, once we've done that, we kind of lay out all the folders and 

we dig down to determine, “Okay, who are the kids who are going to benefit from 

coming to reading group every single day, and who's going to benefit from maybe just 

being a push-in kid? Or who do we want to leave in the classroom for the first half of 

the year, because at mid-year we reschedule our kids?” We regroup. We do all this 

stuff, so, I mean, we know we can enter more kids at middle of the year, and we know 

we’ll have kids who exit out at middle of the year. (personal communication, March 

16, 2016) 

For students with less intensive needs, she noted that she pushes into the classroom to 

provide them with support, and that it is more flexible than the intensive pull-out services. 

She shared that she and the teachers also constantly monitored the data for the students who 

had needs but did not meet the criteria for intensive services. These students move in and out 

of groups based on their needs as observed through formal and informal classroom 

assessments, and support is provided to them in the classroom. One of the major differences 

in the two groups is the texts the students were given. While all students were exposed to 

grade-level reading materials in the classroom, when working with the intensive students, she 

used texts at their reading level – even if below fifth grade – while also addressing the 

needed fifth-grade skills. This allowed the students to learn fifth-grade skills “on a text that 

they’re going to be successful with reading and understanding” (personal communication, 
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March 16, 2016). Such a balanced approach is generally supported by research, although 

there is not universal agreement on all components of effective intervention instruction (Juel, 

1996; Lane et al., 2009; McMaster et al., 2012; U.S. Department of Education, 2013c). 

This intervention teacher also was very aware of the success that her school had in 

helping students meet growth targets. She cited both the EVAAS report detailed previously, 

as well as the detailed data she and the intervention team had collected and reviewed on their 

students, which was collected on individual students and classroom teachers. She shared, 

“We have a spreadsheet that we fill out every test window…that shows text levels of growth 

per teacher” (personal communication, March 16, 2016). She noted how the intervention and 

core teachers responded to the data, and pointed in particular to the flexibility demonstrated 

by the core teachers in her school, attributing much of the student growth to the willingness 

of core teachers to adjust to the ongoing collection of data. She shared: 

Our school's really good about making changes to core instruction. Like just with our 

last quarterly, we made a bunch of mid-course corrections for this year even, and things 

already seem to be going so much better. So we don't shy away if something’s got to 

change, and we're going to change it. (personal communication, March 16, 2016) 

Another area this teacher pointed to as reasons for their students’ success was the emphasis 

on vocabulary or “word work.” She commented that they use multiple strategies to help 

students acquire new vocabulary, especially for those for whom English is a second 

language. When asked where the vocabulary words come from, she shared, “from text, 

fluency passages…sometimes if it’s not a vocabulary day, we might be doing some making 

words, because there is still some decoding stuff with my…second language kids” (personal 
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communication, March 16, 2016). Word work is noted by Lane et al. (2009) as a key 

component for supporting students in low-income schools to become better readers. 

When asked to share any additional information or strategies that would help me 

understand how their school works to grow their readers, she noted how their intervention 

and core teachers work together in a data-driven, collaborative environment to support all of 

the school’s students. She also reiterated her belief that the fifth-grade teachers provided 

strong core instruction, stating: 

I think the big thing is [that] we're all on the same page. We're constantly talking to the 

teachers, whether it's a formal collaboration meeting or not. The teachers know we are 

here to talk to them at any point, that we can help them—I mean, even if it's a kid that 

we don't necessarily teach. I've had teachers say to me, “Hey, do you have a strategy 

for this that I can work on?” So just to be a resource for them and not try to be like the 

police and say, “Hey, why aren't you teaching groups?” but to support them. Even my 

push-in teachers will be like, “What do you want me to do with this? What should I do 

with this Case 21 data? I will say just some other things, too…Looking at fifth 

grade…the core instruction in that grade is phenomenal, and that makes all the 

difference in the world. They know their kids. They have exceptionally high 

expectations for them. (personal communication, March 16, 2016) 

This intervention teacher, then, valued the input and instruction of the core teachers in her 

school, and trusted them to aptly identify, teach, and monitor students in need of help with 

reading. 
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During the interview, the intervention teacher at School A was very well aware, both 

from formal reports and her own data collection, that their school was effective at helping 

students to meet and exceed growth expectations in reading. She was well versed in how to 

use multiple data points to identify struggling readers, assessed students using a variety of 

assessments at multiple points throughout the school year, and made adjustments to 

instruction based on the data gleaned from the assessments. In addition, she pointed to a 

strong sense of collaboration with other intervention teachers and core ELA teachers, as well 

as an ability to adapt both intervention and core instruction based on the data. Finally, she 

emphasized the importance of having intervention and core instruction aligned to the 

curriculum goals, in addition to an emphasis on vocabulary instruction, as keys to supporting 

their students to be successful. 

Interview with a Core Teacher 

The fifth-grade Core ELA teacher interviewed at School A was currently teaching at 

another school closer to her home, but had previously taught fifth grade at School A for eight 

years, including the years for which the data had been provided, most of that time 

specifically in ELA. She had a Master’s degree in Elementary Education, with a 

specialization in Academically Gifted education, as well as her reading certification for 

Grades K-12. 

Although currently living a 45-minute drive from the school, Core Teacher A made a 

special trip to meet with me to discuss her core instruction. She told me that her husband still 

taught at the school and did not want to leave, while she had left because she had a child and 
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needed to be closer to childcare. She was an enthusiastic teacher, and it was obvious she 

loved talking about teaching reading and was very knowledgeable about the subject. 

The Core Teacher was able to discuss in depth and comfortably how her school uses 

data to identify, monitor, and adjust support for her students. She pointed to the same data 

sources as key, and noted that, in addition to the battery of formal assessments, she and her 

peers give common assessments to collect data about how students are doing on fifth-grade 

standards. They reviewed the data often, especially after each quarter when they “analyze 

that drastically. Really break that down” (personal communication, March 16, 2016). 

For the two years preceding the current study, she and the other intervention teachers 

had done more push-in support for students. She assisted with the alignment of support to 

help the intervention teachers align reading intervention with what students were doing in the 

classroom. She felt like this consistency was helpful for students and teachers alike, stating, 

“So when it was in the classroom, I could pick the resources they were using. I felt like it was 

way more beneficial” (personal communication, March 16, 2016). She shared how she 

worked to create structures in her classroom that would make push-in times beneficial to 

students, and then allow the intervention support to provide a double-dose of the key 

concepts she was teaching: “Anytime I’ve had extra support in the classroom, it’s trying to 

hit those kids…and someone else can, to reiterate that instruction, they’re the ones who 

benefit the most from that” (personal communication, March 16, 2016). 

She also pointed to a practice that she consistently used in her classroom with the 

students who received intervention. She noted that she used the same grade-level texts for all 

of her students, even for intervention students reading below grade level. She claimed, “I 
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might use the same piece of text with every group, because it’s a quality piece of text, but 

then what I do with it is different” (personal communication, March 16, 2016). In other 

words, Core Teacher A differentiated the support, not the materials. She felt very strongly 

about this as a means of helping her students grow: 

So, like, depending on what we were doing, a lot of times...instead of putting them in 

their level text, thinking a lot of research has not really proven that when they're always 

in their level text they’re not making the growth…I feel like that's been a big thing over 

the years that I’ve not—I’ve kind of done differently than other people 

have…Independently, they're reading on their level. But when we're working in the 

classroom and I'm instructing you, it is pushing them to whatever grade-level text is, 

even though they may be reading below grade level. If I'm instructing them or the 

interventionist is instructing them, they're working on grade-level text and, again, 

throughout the year, we work on scaffolding that. I would think that's one of the things 

that's kind of rolled through the years that I do, that I didn't realize was different than 

other people do. (personal communication, March 16, 2016) 

This teacher also worked to provide vocabulary support for her students. She stated, “I’ve 

noticed, especially here, that the vocabulary was a huge deal because a lot of [students] lack 

experiences where you gain more vocabulary” (personal communication, March 16, 2016). 

She previewed all texts given to students to help her understand what they will need to be 

successful when interacting with a text, including vocabulary support or comprehension 

strategies they can put in place to get meaning out of the text. 
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Core Teacher A also viewed one other key item as critical for her success in helping 

students grow their reading ability: time on text—with a purpose for that reading time. She 

shared: 

I think the biggest thing there we saw, too, was obviously the more time-eyes on text. 

You've got to read in order to get better at reading, but we knew with so many of our 

kids, there's so many other things going on at home that they can’t read. Whether it's 

having the time to read, the quiet place to read, [or] just that there are responsibilities 

that they have. It was making sure when they were in my classroom…that [there are] 

more eyes on text and, again, that accountability piece. So it wasn't just “Okay, go sit 

in the corner and read,” and I think you're reading and I know you're fake reading and 

do nothing about it. There were always some questions. When we would do the mini-

lesson, I always left the mini-lesson with “Okay, during the reading station, this is what 

I want you to focus on.” We would always at the end come back to their turn and talk 

about that, so it was like giving them a reason to read that text that day. (personal 

communication, March 16, 2016) 

To give students more time with eyes on text, she incorporated grade-level reading passages 

in her Social Studies instruction, so that “while they are reading about their Social Studies 

topic, they are still reading and applying the strategies they learned in the reading lesson” 

(personal communication, March 16, 2016). She also did projects to integrate reading and 

writing in Social Studies, including “read-alouds” that “sneak in” more literacy instruction. 

Such a focus on having students spend time in text is consistent with research that details that 

good readers read more than those who struggle (Juel, 1988). 
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When asked if she wanted to share anything else that School A did to help them grow 

struggling readers, she pointed to the positive impact of two other factors: strong 

collaboration and communication between her team, including intervention teachers, and the 

administration’s provision of a solid amount of uninterrupted time for reading instruction. 

Like the Intervention Teacher, the Core Teacher at School A was very knowledgeable 

and comfortable at using and discussing data for her students. She was well aware of the 

strong growth her students and school had demonstrated over the last few years, and 

attributed this growth to her team’s collaborative, data-driven discussions as well as the use 

of instructional strategies aligned to student needs and the curriculum. She held a strong 

belief that having her students, including poor readers, interact with grade-level texts gave 

them the greatest opportunities to grow. She based this on her own research, and made it a 

point to provide differentiated support for her intervention students rather than giving them 

differentiated or lower-level texts. Lastly, she saw the value of providing multiple 

opportunities throughout the instructional day for students to have eyes on text—with a 

purpose. 

Interview with the Principal 

The principal at School A had a very professional demeanor, yet not cold or uncaring 

at all. As we began talking, it became clear that she had a variety of excellent experiences 

from which to draw to support her teachers, and she was able to talk to teachers as one who 

had been “in the trenches” and succeeded. I could tell from her interactions with a few staff 

members that she was well respected, and as we talked, her sense of mission to support her 

students came through loud and clear. 
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Principal A came from a family of educators. Her mother was an elementary school 

teacher, and her father was an elementary school principal. She originally did not plan on 

following the family tradition of going into education, but decided to become a Special 

Education teacher after only a couple of years of college. Following school, she worked for 

several years as an elementary Special Education teacher and then as a second-grade teacher 

before returning to teach Special Education. Based on encouragement from her 

administrators, she went back to school to get her administrative certification, and was soon 

offered an assistant principal’s position. She became a principal at School A in less than two 

years, where she remained principal for six years before moving to her current location. 

When asked about how she, as the instructional leader of the school, influences 

reading instruction, Principal A pointed to specific structures she has put in place. She 

recalled that one of the first things she did when she arrived at the school was to hire a 

reading coach to support teachers’ core literacy instruction. The position was filled by one of 

her team of intervention teachers, who was notably hesitant at first due to the value placed on 

working directly with students; however, it soon became clear that working directly with 

teachers allowed for an even greater impact on students through increased quality of core 

ELA instruction. Principal A’s focus on building staff capacity, in this case by hiring a 

literacy coach, is consistent with what Chenoweth and Theokas (2013) as well as Pomerantz 

and Pierce (2013) identified as a key characteristic of effective leaders of high-poverty 

schools. 

In addition to hiring the coach, Principal A also set some expectations – she called 

them “tights” – for all of her teachers. She gave them a guided reading template that was to 
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be used at all levels, Grades K through 5, and it required teachers to document their plan for 

fluency, vocabulary work, comprehension skills, and lesson focus. Teachers were required to 

keep this information in a notebook, which Principal A periodically reviewed to monitor 

compliance with her expectations. Another “tight” she provided was setting specific days for 

the collection of progress-monitoring data. Furthermore, Principal A shared her expectations 

for reading instruction with potential teachers during the interview process as well as during 

the teacher workdays prior to the start of the school year: 

[In] the trainings at the beginning of the year, “This is how reading is going to look in 

our building. This is what we're going to do. Here's the breakdown of what you're doing 

in your block. Here's the resources in terms of for plans and for what your small groups 

are going to do and everything.” And then it's just monitoring the heck out of it…Now 

when I interview and I tell them, “This is how we do reading here. Are you versed in 

this or are you willing to be trained in this? Does this fit your philosophy or what have 

you?” I just tell them straight up, “This is how we're going to do it.” (personal 

communication, March 16, 2016) 

She shared that her core and intervention teachers are data-driven, both in the sense of 

collecting various data on student progress and responding to that data by moving kids in and 

out of groups as needed. She noted having frequent conversations with reading teachers to 

assess how students are doing. 

I have conversations with them each quarter. Who are the ones that can move out? Who 

can we move in? They, within themselves, regroup and share the kids…They move 

them into the groups…They're all the time working as a team. If a kid starts doing 
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better, but is not quite ready to be cut loose, they might move into this group, because 

it's all at the same time, during team time. (personal communication, March 16, 2016) 

Thus, maintaining a strong line of communication with her teachers was a vital part of 

Principal A’s leadership, particularly in keeping them abreast of her expectations and 

monitoring their progress with students. 

Principal A also viewed one of her primary roles being to provide her teachers with 

the appropriate resources, including hiring as many intervention personnel as possible to 

support students. She cited her work with the master schedule, such as building in a “team 

time” during which students could get intervention support but not have to leave the 

classroom and miss core instruction. She said: 

I do with my Title I funds, put all my money into the positions…I had 4½ reading 

interventions here this year, and I need every bit of it. With that, they serve the most 

needy [sic] and the intensive, and then they're doing pull-out with those kids and then 

they do push-in with the rest. With the master schedule, I built-in team time here, which 

I had done at my previous school and got a lot of bang for my buck. Here, before, the 

kids were getting pulled out every which way, out of core and stuff. I had the team time 

block where the intervention teachers for reading were going to be taking them out 

then. It's truly going to be a double-dip because they're going to be in that whole literacy 

block, and then they were getting them during that time. (personal communication, 

March 16, 2016) 

The principal at School A described her focus on high-quality instruction, the school’s large 

degree of data use, and opportunities for teachers to collaborate as important, all of which are 
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effective instructional leadership practices identified in research studies on high-achieving, 

high-poverty schools (Hagelskamp & DiStasi, 2012; Kearney, Herington, & Aguliar, 2012). 

 In addition to the support she provided in personnel and scheduling, she worked to 

find reading materials to make readily accessible for teachers and students—simply put, she 

worked to put books into the hands of her students. “They didn’t have take-home readers that 

they check out every day. I got a system. I got them all logged. They go home with kids” 

(personal communication, March 16, 2016). Along with the books, her teachers sent home 

question stems so parents can help their students “read with a purpose” and complete practice 

questions that demonstrate their understanding of the text. 

Principal A demonstrated a high degree of “hands on” management of the literacy 

instruction in her school. She provided teachers with clear direction about what their literacy 

block was to look like and how she was going to monitor their instruction. In addition to 

providing clear direction, she focused on providing what she saw as the critical supports for 

her teachers: investing in additional intervention personnel, including coaches; creating a 

schedule that supported appropriate blocks of time for literacy instruction and a separate time 

for intervention instruction; and providing literacy materials for teachers and students to use. 

She frequently met with her teachers to discuss the progress of her students, and supported 

her teachers as they used data to make decisions about intervention support. 

Summary Findings for School A 

School A has demonstrated high growth measures for both core and intervention 

students. The Principal, Intervention Teacher, and Core Teacher all demonstrated an 

understanding and frequent use of data to inform them of student progress, as well as a 
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willingness to make adjustments to intervention support and core instruction as needed. 

There is a high degree of collaboration among staff, as well as of alignment of support from 

administration, coaches, intervention teachers, and core ELA teachers. The principal at 

School A is very hands-on and provides a high level of structure, and monitors to ensure her 

expectations are met. She focuses highly on hiring teachers that align to her expectations as 

well. 

Push-in support was used when possible for reading intervention services, but pull-

out support included alignment of instructional content at a student’s grade level. A strong 

effort was made to keep students in the classroom for core instruction at grade level, 

including those targeted for intervention. The Core Teacher provided differentiated support 

to help students who are below grade level, yet insisted on them using grade-level texts. 

Students are provided question stems to guide them in reading “with purpose” and gaining 

meaning from the text. The Principal, Intervention Teacher, and Core Teacher at School A 

pointed to these practices as reasons for their success in helping students achieve strong 

growth in literacy at their school. 

Findings for School B 

During the 2013-2014 school year, School B had an enrollment of approximately 672 

students. Of these, 33.4% qualified for F&R lunch, and 13.2% were designated as Limited 

English Proficient (LEP) students. The proficiency performance composite for the school 

was 50.8%, while 100% of their subgroups met the AMO goals. The school’s overall 

EVAAS growth status for this school year was “met”. 



 

 

 

85 

In the 2014-2015 school year, school membership for School B was 679 students, of 

whom 39.5% qualified for F&R lunch and 14.9% were designated as ESL students. The 

school received a designation of “not met” for the EVAAS growth measure, and met 73.2% 

of their AMO subgroup targets with a 57.3% performance composite score for grade-level 

proficiency on the EOG tests. 

I arrived at School B as dismissal was ending, and saw the principal calling the last 

few carpool students. Having worked with her before, I knew she enjoyed the opportunity to 

call students and greet parents. She led me into what was a fairly new, clean, and comfortable 

school. I did not get to see many staff members, as most had left or were attending a meeting. 

Principal B led me to a corner of the Media Center where I could meet in a quiet place and 

get started interviewing her staff members. 

Data Summary 

A review of the data provided to me for the fifth-grade students receiving reading 

intervention support at School B demonstrated that the school had not been as successful as 

School A in meeting or exceeding individual growth targets for their students. When the 

schools that had exceeded individual growth expectations during the 2013-2014 school year 

were ranked in the current study, this school ranked 19th out of 24 in the district for the 

percentage of students identified as having exceeded growth estimates; only 21.4% (3 

individuals) of fifth-grade intervention students received this designation, a number that was 

significantly lower than the district average of 35.7%. Moreover, only 28.6% of these 

students met individual growth, while 50% of School B’s fifth-grade students targeted for 

intervention did not meet projected growth targets. Only one school had a higher percentage 
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of students not meeting individual growth targets during this school year, and two other 

schools had an equivalent 50% of students who did not meet individual growth targets. 

In the 2014-2015 school year, School B again had more than the district average 

(42.5%) of students not meeting individual growth targets, as 55.6% of the school’s students 

fell into this category. During this school year, 14.8% met individual growth targets, while 

29.6% exceeded them. As the year before, School B was one of the schools with the lowest 

number of students not meeting individual growth expectations (35%), leaving 30% of their 

students designated as meeting expectations. This was one of only four schools with a higher 

percentage than the district average of students not meeting individual growth targets 

consistently for both the 2013-2014 and 2014-2015 school years. 

I also reviewed School B’s EVAAS School Value-Added Report for the EOG 

Reading test, provided by the North Carolina Department of Public Instruction. The school 

received a rating of “met growth” in third grade for the two years preceding the current study 

(the only years this data is available for third grade), although in each of these years the index 

was slightly negative but not low enough to fall into the “not met” category. In fourth grade, 

students exceeded growth in the 2012-2013 school year, but only met growth in the 2013-

2014 and 2014-2015 school years. The school met growth in both the 2012-2013 and 2013-

2014 school year, though the 2013-2014 school year was on the low end, and did not meet 

growth in the 2014-2015 school year. The three-year average for fifth grade was a rating of 

“not met” for growth, while overall the school’s students met the growth standard for Grades 

3-5 (NC DPI, 2013) 
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The next section details the perceptions of a fifth-grade core teacher, intervention 

teacher, and principal on their students’ growth scores, as well as the instructional practices 

they use to support their students receiving interventions in ELA work. 

Interview with the Intervention Teacher 

Intervention Teacher B is a veteran teacher, and has obtained National Board 

Certification. She was very friendly and willing to share about her experiences without me 

having to prompt her much, and even shared much of what was on my interview protocol 

with my incitement. Her sense of caring for students came through clearly during the 

interviews, as well as her view that she was providing valuable support to her students and 

families. 

This intervention teacher has taught a variety of levels in elementary school, 

including fifth grade, first grade, and a multi-age classroom where she worked for 10 years as 

one of her career highlights. She currently works as an intervention teacher with Grades 1-5. 

She pulls students that she works with out of the classroom for intervention support, with the 

exception of third-grade classes where she pushes in. 

More than once during the interview, Intervention Teacher B referred to the role of an 

interventionist being similar to that of a physician. When they identify a child at their school 

who is struggling in reading, she performed “a battery of assessments to find out where their 

deficits are…to go the most foundational level” (personal communication, March 21, 2016); 

in providing appropriate support for struggling readers; she felt this was her strength. She 

primarily used the mCLASS DIBELS assessment tool to identify the foundational skills 

students need to work on, and since the TRC assessment is not available for fourth and fifth 
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grades at her school, she used the “old-fashioned running records” to monitor and track 

student reading skills. These are the common tools used to measure a student’s attainment of 

foundational reading skills and identify gaps to help them close (Cummings et al., 2013; 

Fuchs et al., 2001). 

She met with teachers once a week in their Professional Learning Teams (PLT) to 

review the status of the students. She did not elaborate on any common planning, other than 

touching base to determine how students are doing in class. She said, “I do all of the 

assessments, even in fifth grade” (personal communication, March 21, 2016), and stated that 

she provided services in a “separate setting…that it’s a little more quiet [sic], and they can 

focus better sometimes” (personal communication, March 21, 2016). Her focus during the 

interview was on providing support for missing foundational skills, rather than aligning her 

support with the classroom teacher. She strongly believed that her job was to close those gaps 

on foundational skills, which would allow her students to then focus on the comprehension 

skills needed for fifth-grade work (Fuchs et al., 2001; LaBerge & Samuels, 1974; Perfetti, 

1985). 

Intervention Teacher B’s worked to grow students more than one-year’s worth in a 

school year. Toward this goal, she pulled her fifth-grade students out of the classroom for 30 

minutes a day, five days a week, targeting “fluency, comprehension, and decoding” in her 

instruction. She admitted that time constraints at times prevented her from working on 

fluency every day, but she did address this skill at least three days per week. She also 

progress monitored her students regularly, noting that she did so every other week for 

students in the red, and every four weeks for those in the yellow. She acknowledged that her 
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instruction and progress monitoring focused on meeting students where they currently are, 

including providing materials and instruction at their current reading level, even if that level 

is far below the student’s current grade level. She shared: 

For an example, I'm progress monitoring right now some of my fifth graders on a third-

grade level, third-grade passages, because it would be futile to go where they can't read. 

Having said that, and knowing that's how far below benchmark they are (and you 

measure that beginning growth with where they end up), then I feel like, while it's not 

proficiency…they may have had a year-and-a-half’s growth. (personal communication, 

March 21, 2016) 

She cited a couple of specific strategies she used to help students with their fluency, which 

include recording her students while they read so they can hear themselves. By focusing on 

their prosody, and letting them hear their mistakes, she found students gained a better 

perspective and understanding of their own fluency. Her experience is consistent with 

researchers that have noted the importance of prosody to the reading process (Fuchs et al., 

2001; Wise et al., 2010). 

Another of Intervention Teacher B’s strategies was to have students chart their own 

progress on reading passages. She found that students who did would practice reading 

passages in between progress monitoring, even reading the same passages and tracking their 

own progress to “see if they have elevated their score” (personal communication, March 21, 

2016). She believed letting students graph their own progress gave them ownership over their 

it, and helped motivate them to want to improve their score the next time they read. In 

addition to having them track their own progress, her practice of repeated reading is another 
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academic practice implemented to help students improve their fluency. According to the U.S. 

Department of Education (2013c), this practice has been shown to be minimally effective in 

increasing fluency but has the “potential” to impact student comprehension. 

This intervention teacher furthermore stressed the importance of developing trusting 

relationships, both with her students and with families. Regarding her students, she said, “I 

think that’s extremely important, that they know I care so much about them” (personal 

communication, March 21, 2016). She also shared how she and other teachers in her school 

held off-campus parent academies in one of the neighborhoods where many of their students 

live. “We go there to help show them what to do with the children, and they are so grateful 

and they are so willing to learn what to do. We just really have felt the benefit of that” 

(personal communication, March 21, 2016). She felt it was equally important for struggling 

readers to have access to books at their level, so she helped them select books that they can 

read successfully and use to practice as well as to boost their confidence. She stressed to 

students, “It’s not if they can read a book, but when, because they will. It will come, it’s just 

that it’s not that time. It’s not yet” (personal communication, March 21, 2016). 

Intervention Teacher B focused heavily on diagnosing missing foundational skills for 

her students, and then attempted to provide support in those foundational areas by delivering 

focused instruction on the student’s level during pull-out sessions that she held 30 minutes 

per day, five days a week (Cummings et al., 2013; Fuchs et al., 1988; Hosp & Hosp, 2003). 

She used the DIBELS data collected using the mCLASS tool and running records as her 

main data sources to identify students in need of support, and progress monitored her 

students to determine how far they had moved toward her goal of growing 1 ½ book levels 
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per year. She worked to develop trusting relationships with her students and their families. 

While she touched base with core teachers on a weekly basis to share and get information 

about student progress, she planned and provided her instruction based on the needs 

identified through testing. 

Interview with a Core Teacher 

Core Teacher B, like the intervention teacher, was warm and friendly as well. She 

shared a similar philosophy to the intervention teacher, comparing good intervention similar 

to that of medical practice of diagnosing problems and looking for cures. She had been 

teaching fifth grade for the previous 13 years, but teaching was a second career for her. 

Though she earned a teaching degree, she only taught for a short time after college before 

going to work in sales for private industry for nearly 20 years. She had some experience in 

teaching second and third grade, but had primarily taught fifth-grade students. This teacher 

worked in a self-contained classroom, teaching all common core subject to her homeroom. 

When asked about how students at her school and grade level were selected for 

intervention services, Core Teacher B did not really know the criteria. She cited some 

“magical formula [the intervention teacher] used to determine what number they’re receiving 

instruction and what they needed to improve at” (personal communication, March 21, 2016). 

She did participate in the meetings to discuss the students, but maintained that the selection 

of students for intervention was based on the data uncovered by the intervention teacher. She 

added, “It’s very fluid, so the children can enter and exit as they need to. By fifth grade, 

many of the children have been in the program in previous years. Fortunately…some of them 

are able to exit before middle school” (personal communication, March 21, 2016).  
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She noted that the students are pulled for intervention at a specified time so they do 

not miss regular core instruction. When asked if she, as the core teacher, provided any type 

of intervention in her classroom, she explained: 

I use the Daily 5, and they have differentiated contracts. Their contracts may look a lot 

like their neighbor's, and they may have the same skills, but they're maybe at different 

levels or with different reading materials and maybe a different Lexile. My groups are 

also fluid depending on if they're strategy groups or if they're reading groups. We work 

on strategies. I also have a group of children that work on, through progress monitoring, 

they work on fluency, because in class revealed that their DIBELS scores were low. 

(personal communication, March 21, 2016) 

In addition to differentiating assignments, she also worked to integrate reading into her social 

studies and science lessons where possible. Since many of the fifth-grade standards focused 

on non-fiction texts, she was able to easily integrate these topics, although she shared that it 

was at times hard to find materials aligned with the curriculum. She did point to the fact that 

the district’s curriculum and pacing guide had added some reading materials that were 

aligned, which helped her with this integration piece. 

When discussing data sources that she used for instructional decisions, Core Teacher 

B noted she and her fifth-grade teacher peers created common assessments and reviewed the 

results together, so they could individually and as a team track student growth. These 

common assessments included pre-assessments and post-assessments, as well as the district 

Case 21 benchmark assessment results that they would “totally dissect.” Then, each 

individual teacher would use the results to group students and provide the needed support. Of 
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note, for the few years prior to the current study, these teachers had not created flexible 

groups across the grade level; thus, while they may discuss the data as a grade level, it was 

up to each individual teacher to determine how they could best provide the support the 

student needed. 

In response to the question about the elements of good intervention, like the 

intervention teacher, she made an analogy with medical practice: 

I think the first thing is finding where the children are. It's no different than medicine. 

You have to diagnose where they are, and at that point, you can take it from there…I 

think, as a whole, we look too much at EOG scores rather than at growth. We're so 

concerned with not so much on how much they've grown, but how much they have 

scored. I think you must meet them where they are, and I think there are groups of 

children that need more intervention, obviously, than others, and more time and more 

skills than others. The first thing is determining what those needs are, and then doing 

what you can to implement them. I've learned over the years that you must be open to 

get help from wherever. I used to be afraid to ask for help. That changed. (personal 

communication, March 21, 2016) 

Thus, she used data from grade-level common assessments and district benchmark 

assessments to identify students needing additional support in her classroom. She consulted 

with the intervention teacher, reading coach, and other fifth-grade teachers when discussing 

which students needed intervention support, although she admitted that she did not know 

exactly the data used to identify these students—she did not know the “magical formula” 

used to select them. Core Teacher B did not allude to nor discuss any common planning of 
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instruction with the intervention teacher, but said that she provided differentiated activities in 

her classroom, primarily by differentiating the materials for her students. Good intervention 

instruction began with meeting students where they are and then providing support at that 

point of need, she believed. She also shared she would like to do more flex grouping of 

students across grade levels, or even between grade levels, to help build proficiency and 

fluency with the upper-grade students. 

Interview with the Principal 

I met Principal B about eight years before the start of this study, and worked closely 

with her for a couple of years. She is a person who pays lots of attention to data, and is very 

open and honest with others about her perceptions of what the data show. After concluding 

the interview, she took me back to the administrative conference room to show me the data 

wall that she had created to monitor student progress in her school; in actuality, it covered all 

four walls. While I did have a professional relationship with her, I knew she would be open 

and honest with me about her perceptions of the instructional practices at her school, and I 

found this to indeed be the case during the interview. 

The Principal for School B has experience in teaching and administration at a variety 

of levels. She had been interested in teaching since she was a child, and after graduating with 

a teaching degree, worked as a teacher in middle and high schools as well as an alternative 

school. She earned her Master’s degree in Curriculum and Instruction, and later went back to 

school to get her license to hold administrative positions. She has held administrative roles in 

North Carolina and other states as well, including stints at the elementary, middle, and high 
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school levels. At the time of the current study, she had been in her current position for 

approximately two years. 

When asked about how she supported literacy instruction as principal, she cited her 

role as working to get the best out of the very good coaches and teachers in her school. “We 

have experts here, and I think it’s important as an administrator to figure out who the experts 

are and who are making progress with the kids, and try to replicate that” (personal 

communication, March 21, 2016). She remarked about one of her teachers who had 

benchmark test scores that were about 40 percentage points higher than other teachers. 

Principal B probed to find out what this teacher was doing so it could be shared with other 

teachers at the school. As previously noted, this concept of building capacity in a school’s 

staff is a characteristic of effective leadership at high-poverty schools, as is monitoring what 

does and does not work (Chenoweth & Theokas, 2012). 

Intervention support in School B is provided based on a variety of data, according to 

Principal B, who cited their use of EOG data and Case 21 benchmark assessments to identify 

students who are not already getting intervention. She had also worked, while at the school, 

to incite teachers to look at those students who are performing at the lowest level and get 

them closer to proficiency, instead of focusing solely on students who are on the cusp of 

moving to proficiency. 

When asked to describe how the intervention support is provided, she noted that 

currently they used a “blended approach” of both pulling students out and implementing 

some co-teaching at specific places. She described how she wanted to move teachers to a 

more of a co-teaching model: 
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When I came here, they were still doing what they call “reading club,” and pulled the 

kids out into small group instruction into a classroom. Based upon what I've seen in 

research and what I've seen in practice, [I] really push the whole idea of the co-teaching 

model. I have convinced our reading interventionists to actually do this at third grade. 

They still practice it, the fourth and fifth grade, the pull-out model, but at third grade 

they are co-teaching, basically with the thought that, once people saw how well it 

worked and that the scores went up, we have more teacher buy-in. Because if they're 

not going to buy into it, they're not going to do it. Co-teaching, it's a partnership…You 

do have to work together. It's not that the reading intervention[ist] goes in there and 

stands at the back of the room while the teacher teaches. It has to be a good partnership. 

We're really trying to work the bugs out of it first, and when we chose the grade level 

we chose to do that at, it was third grade because I just felt that's entry level for 

assessments. I had, out of the five third-grade teachers on there, all of them were new. 

The two returning ones had only done it for one year. I felt like they needed the most 

support. The kids needed the most support, and the teachers needed the most support. 

(personal communication, March 21, 2016) 

This principal’s desire to focus on using the co-teaching model to improve instruction for her 

teacher’s students of poverty is consistent with research detailing the effectiveness of co-

teaching, along with appropriate coaching, at increasing student success in literacy 

(Pomerantz & Pierece, 2013). 

Principal B also shared her practice of tracking data for the students in her school 

who are receiving intervention services; after the interview, she showed me the wall in the 
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school’s conference room where charts with student data were displayed. She described 

using multiple data points to identify groups of students at each grade level needing support. 

Individual teachers tracked the data for accountability purposes, and she worked to support 

the teachers with professional development and additional support. She explained: 

Our teachers see that because I make them go in there and update their charts with the 

information they get. Could we fill it in for them? Yeah, but it's just like kids, you want 

them to own their data just like you want have the kids owning their data. We've seen 

some differences by [doing] quite a bit of training with our staff on guided reading, 

Daily 5, and with conferencing and everything. We're seeing some differences there 

with holding those individual conferencing and that goal-setting piece that's so 

important in that Daily 5. We've been able to identify those kids that aren't making 

progress, and we've gone one step further. I actually hired a retired principal, she's a 

[Teaching Assistant] and she pulls little groups of our children who are not making the 

progress or need a little extra help. The teachers are working with her, and she works 

with these little groups of kids. I'm getting ready to hire another teacher who's going 

come back from April through the end of June to help. (personal communication, 

March 21, 2016) 

She maintained that the data she had collected show, overall, that these students are making 

progress, although there are exceptions to this rule. This focus on data is also consistent with 

effective leadership strategies for high-poverty schools (Chenoweth & Theokas, 2012; 

Hagelskamp & DiStasi, 2012). 
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The other big picture item Principal B has tried to address since her tenure at the 

school is structuring the master schedule to ensure that core instruction is protected. 

Specifically, she created an intervention or “team time” at each grade level, during which any 

student can be pulled out for support while allowing them to remain in the classroom for core 

instruction. 

Teachers must also develop strong relationships with their students, and take time to 

celebrate their accomplishments, she added. We need teachers that are “doing a lot of that 

one-on-one goal setting and conferencing, building that relationship, helping the kids own 

their goals” (personal communication, March 21, 2016), and establishing realistic goals so 

that students get to celebrate their successes. 

Principal B had been at her current school for a little less than two years at the time of 

this study. During this period, she attempted to use a variety of data to identify students who 

need intervention support. She relied heavily on the “experts” in her building, reviewing data 

with them and asking them questions to uncover effective instructional practices that can be 

shared among the staff. Within the master schedule, she put in place some structures to 

protect core instruction for all students, including those who are pulled out of core studies for 

intervention. Though admittedly slowly, Principal B claimed she was moving from a pull-out 

model to more of a co-teaching and push-in model for reading intervention. She also stressed 

the importance of teachers owning their own data and developing strong relationships with 

their students. 
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Summary Findings for School B 

School B has not demonstrated high growth based on the DIBELS and EVAAS 

measures. The newly established principal was working to move intervention support to 

more of a co-teaching model from the primarily pull-out model used in the few preceding 

years. While all of the interviewees discussed the use of data, there was no uniform 

understanding of which data are important, nor of the criteria for identifying students needing 

intervention support. The core teacher admitted knowing that the process for identifying 

students for intervention was data-specific, yet she did not understand what she viewed as a 

“magical formula” for such identification. There was some degree of collaboration about 

student progress, but there was little discussion of common planning between the core and 

intervention teachers. The intervention teacher focused on foundational skills in isolation, 

and the core teacher provided support in her classroom for students needing interventions by 

giving them differentiated materials based on their instructional level (not necessarily their 

grade level). The principal identified students who were making progress in intervention 

based on the data she and the teachers collected. 

Findings for School C 

In the 2013-2014 school year, School C’s enrollment was 478 students. Of these, 

64.8% qualified for F&R lunch, and 17.3% were considered LEP. Students in Grades 3-5 

demonstrated a proficiency performance composite of 31.9% on the EOG tests, while also 

receiving an overall designation of “exceeds growth” on the EVAAS measure. The 

percentage of subgroups at School C that met AMO targets was 75.9%. 
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The enrollment for School C during the 2014-2015 school year was 504 students. In 

this year, 74.6% of students qualified for F&R lunch, and 16.7% were considered LEP. The 

performance composite for EOG tests was 42.9%, with 60.6% of subgroups meeting AMO 

proficiency targets. The school’s overall EVAAS growth designation was a rating of “not 

met” during this academic year. 

Upon arrival, I noticed quickly that the school building was very old; I later found out 

it was slated as a high priority to be remodeled. As I sat in the office waiting for dismissal to 

conclude, I found the office staff to be very friendly, not just to me but to students and 

parents as well. The secretary knew students by name, and handled questions by parents and 

others quickly, friendly, and efficiently. After finishing part of his dismissal duties, the 

principal greeted me warmly and brought me back to his office, which was smaller than most 

I had been in, and was full of materials and books. He cleared off a section of a table where I 

could conduct the interviews for all three staff members. 

Data Summary 

The review of the data from School C for the fifth-grade students who had received 

intervention support in reading demonstrated that the school had not done very well in 

helping their students exceed individual growth targets for the previous two years. When I 

ranked the schools in my data set that had exceeded these growth expectations, this school 

ranked last in the district for the both the 2013-2014 and 2014-2015 school years. They were 

also one of only six schools that had higher numbers than the district of students who did not 

meet individual growth targets in those academic years, 62.5% and 43.8% respectively, as 

compared to district averages of 32.2% and 42.5% respectively. 
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A review of School C’s EVAAS Value-Added Report data demonstrated that the 

school had not exceeded growth targets in ELA at any grade level (third through fifth grade) 

over the last three school years. However, the school did meet growth targets in ELA overall 

for Grades 3-5 in both the 2012-2013 and 2013-2014 school years. Thus, while the fifth-

grade students did successfully meet growth targets, the overall growth composite was low. 

Then, in the following 2014-2015 school year, both the third- and fifth-grade students were 

designated as not having met growth targets, and the overall rating was also a “not met” 

designation. For the overall school as well as the fifth-grade, the three-year growth average 

was “not met.” 

The next section reviews the information provided from the intervention teacher, one 

of the fifth-grade core literacy teachers, and the principal regarding the instructional practices 

at School C. 

Interview with the Intervention Teacher 

The Intervention Teacher at School C was quiet and more reserved than the previous 

intervention teachers interviewed. She was a veteran teacher with 21 years of teaching 

experience at the time of this study, with 18 of those being as a core teacher in Grades K-3. 

For the three years preceding this study, she had worked as an intervention teacher, and 

currently worked with students in Grades 2-5, primarily in reading intervention. For fifth-

grade students, she provides 30 minutes a day of small reading intervention group 

instruction, plus worked an additional 30 minutes with fifth-grade students during School C’s 

designated team time. The team time group was more flexible in terms of both content and 
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students, so Intervention Teacher C at times also saw her regular intervention students during 

the team time. 

Students at School C are identified for reading intervention using the composite 

scores from the various DIBELS assessments, as she explained: 

We start looking at the reds, and then see if they get any service anywhere else—ESL, 

if they’re CCR [Cross Categorical Resource], anything like that. We eliminate those 

students. Sometimes, ESL, it just depends on what would be the best service for those 

students. Then we just kind of dig down a little bit deeper, seeing why they're red—if 

it's accuracy, if it's fluency. Are they red in everything? Are they red in just one thing? 

Just kind of who has the most need at that time. (personal communication, March 22, 

2016) 

Though core teachers’ input may also be considered, the mCLASS DIBELS data designed to 

identify progress on foundational skills was the primary way students were designated as 

needing support. She shared that only about half of the students who have red composites 

actually received the intervention support, and that the school sought provide the intervention 

for the students with the most need. When asked if she, as the intervention teacher, worked 

together with the core teacher, she replied: 

No, we do have some conversations, and I do have a time where I'll go into her class 

sometimes as well and do a read-aloud. I'll do it with the whole class. We are working 

on a chapter book, and so I try to bring in some of those strategies that I use and do it 

with the whole class. Sometimes I'll do that. It just depends on what time of year, if it's 

an mCLASS window or how things can work. We don't necessarily have a time that 
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we work together regularly, but we will touch base often. (personal communication, 

March 22, 2016) 

Hence, Intervention Teacher C indicated that her interaction with the core teacher was not 

regularly scheduled, but they did work together at times in the interest of student progress. 

With regard to her school’s performance helping students grow in their reading 

ability, Intervention Teacher C believed the school did a good job. She attributed this growth 

to: 

…certain subskills, accuracy, fluency, things like that. In terms of overall reading, like 

that growth in TRC [Text Reading Comprehension], I think that’s the place we still 

have some work to do…Now we have to work on putting it all together in terms of 

helping that whole reading package grow. (personal communication, March 22, 2016) 

She was very comfortable in saying the school helped students grow in subskills, and also 

pointed to the DIBELS data they had collected through the mCLASS tool to support such 

success in fluency, in particular. However, she had not seen this growth in the subskills areas 

translate into student success in comprehension, stating, “Now, we just have to work on 

putting it all together in terms of helping that whole reading package grow, I guess. How to 

apply those skills to text” (personal communication, March 22, 2016). This reminded me of 

the research of Jeon (2012) and Quirk and Beem (2012) who found that students who could 

decode words properly were often not able to make meaning out of the text. Regarding the 

matter of reading comprehension, Intervention Teacher C worked to find materials to help 

students acquire comprehension skills. She could not point to any district-level materials or 

strategies to provide support for her students to increase their comprehension of complex 
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texts, so she used materials she had personally gathered over the years. Additionally, she 

looked to the Florida Institute for Reading Research to find research-based strategies to 

support her intervention students. 

When discussing helping students grow, she claimed that while she often sees student 

growth, it takes place over time. She stated, “A lot of these fifth graders I’ve been working 

with for years...some of them have exited…but I think how they did in third grade, and I’m 

like, wow, they’re really making [progress]” (personal communication, March 22, 2016). 

Speaking about the elements of good intervention instruction, Intervention Teacher C 

pointed to the value of “small groups, consistency, working with kids in small groups, and 

providing researched-based interventions” (personal communication, March 22, 2016). These 

items have indeed been identified as effective practices for intervention instruction (Lane et 

al., 2009). This teacher added that, if something isn’t working, she was comfortable making 

changes as needed. Discussing the need to create a safe environment for students and provide 

them an opportunity to be successful, she shared: 

I also think they need to be in a place where they feel comfortable taking risks. It's okay 

to be wrong. It's okay to completely mess up. Then they'll keep working. A lot of these 

kids are not successful in the classroom. A lot of these kids, they get 1s and 2s on every 

single thing that they do. I think that's part of it…that they need to be in a place where 

it's okay to go ahead and take risks. You can do what you want here. We're all a family, 

we're working together. I just think that consistency, being comfortable, having that 

research on best practices, and especially with the fifth graders, giving them some 
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ownership. “What would you like to read? What kind of books are you interested in?” 

(personal communication, March 22, 2016) 

She elaborated further on the idea of student ownership later in the interview, maintaining 

that she frequently shared progress with her students and sought their opinion to help her find 

books that would interest them. 

The Intervention Teacher at School C relied primarily on DIBELS data to identify 

and monitor her students, again a consistently accepted practice for identifying students for 

intervention support (Cummings et al., 2013; Fuchs et al., 1988; Hosp & Hosp, 2003). She 

frequently touched base with the core teacher, but planned and implemented her intervention 

instruction separately. Though she had worked with some of her current fifth-grade students 

since they had been in third grade and had seen growth for many of them, she noted that this 

growth has been primarily in the foundational skills areas that contribute to fluency. Still, she 

had not seen that growth in students’ foundational skills translate to better comprehension of 

grade-level texts. Overall, she stressed the need to create a comfortable environment that 

enables her students to be successful. 

Interview with a Core Teacher 

The Core Teacher at School C seemed happy to share her perceptions. She was not an 

education major in college, and instead graduated with a Bachelor of Arts degree in English 

Language and Literature; she later joined the profession as a lateral entry teacher. Her first 

teaching assignments were in high school settings, but Core Teacher C soon earned her 

certification in elementary education and moved to a fifth-grade classroom in another school 

district. At the time of the current study, she had been teaching fifth grade for seven years, 
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and was working her third year at her School C. She exclusively taught fifth-grade ELA 

classes for the two years prior to this study. 

Though she seemed to genuinely like her job and want her students to succeed, she 

was clearly frustrated on several levels. This was because she believed some of the decisions 

made about instruction were not based on data. Moreover, she felt overwhelmed by the lack 

of resources to adequately meet the considerable needs of the school’s students. She found 

teaching reading to students in upper grades to be particularly challenging when so many of 

them lacked basic reading skills, and she was trained to instruct for comprehension rather 

than these foundational skills. 

Regarding selection of students for reading intervention, Core Teacher C admitted 

that she was not aware of how they were selected before they reached fifth grade. She stated, 

“I’m not aware…I know that it has to do with combination of how far below grade level that 

they are…whether they’re making progress or not making progress” (personal 

communication, March 22, 2016). Students in her fifth-grade class that lacked foundational 

skills were referred to the intervention teacher, as Core Teacher C was not trained to address 

those basic skills and instead focused her attention on helping fifth graders meet grade-level 

standards. She explained: 

Before they get to us, how they are put in, I'm not aware of. I know that it has to do 

with a combination of how far below grade level they are, what their progress is, 

whether they're making any progress or not making any progress, whatever the progress 

monitoring tool is that they use. In fifth grade, if I come across a student that is lacking 

foundational reading skills like decoding or phonetic awareness, those kinds of things 
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that aren't necessarily fifth-grade focuses, I go to [the intervention teacher] and I say, 

"This kid is having problems," and it's usually the first of the year. A lot of times it's 

when we have a kid that has been transferred in. We've got a huge influx right now of 

homeschool students, and we’re noticing lots of gaps in those foundational reading 

skills. If it's standard-based gaps that they have, it's not something that I refer them to 

because that's what I pick up in small group. With them, it's those foundational skills. 

I have this conversation often, fifth-grade teachers, if you haven't taught primary, you 

don't know how to teach a kid how to read. So when they have those deficits and those 

gaps so big in those foundational reading skills, by the time they get to fifth grade, if 

they haven't been identified yet, then I usually…the intervention teacher, she'll usually 

put them in part of the group, and she'll help me figure out with some other digging 

deeper assessments whether it's something we need to refer them to testing. (personal 

communication, March 22, 2016) 

She also discussed how she supports these struggling students in her core instruction. All of 

her students participated in a daily mini-lesson of 30-40 minutes before going through three 

different small group rotations during which the intervention teacher would take the students 

with whom she works. On two of the days, Core Teacher C worked with these students in 

small groups after they returned from their time with the intervention teacher. She stated, “So 

she works on some of the reading strategies and some of those phonics and the decoding, 

then she also works on some of the fluency…then I can focus on the more of the on-grade-

level stuff with that group” (personal communication, March 22, 2016). 
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Addressing her school’s success in growing students in their reading ability, Core 

Teacher C shared her concern that the data from student assessments do not reflect how hard 

teachers are working to help these students become better readers: 

That one is difficult…our intervention staff, they work tirelessly, constantly, and 

they're back and forth with the teachers. “What about this, what about this, what about 

this?” I think that we have the ability to do it. I'm not sure…it's hard to pinpoint where 

it's going wrong…because they don't show it. As much time and effort as we put into 

these seven kids that I've got on my grade level, it's difficult to not show the growth 

when you're putting so much in. (personal communication, March 22, 2016) 

She added that she and the intervention teacher had recently implemented the co-teaching 

model in her fifth-grade literacy classroom, during the first semester of the 2015-2016 school 

year. However, the protocol was ceased at the mid-year semester break, which she felt was 

primarily because of the need for the intervention teacher to provide support for even more 

students; in short, it was an issue of time and resources. She was very disappointed that this 

approach was dropped, because the data she has collected demonstrated that her students 

were doing much better than last year’s group, as she explained: 

Looking and comparing the first semester data from last year, from fifth grade, with 

the same tests to this year, the scores were better with the co-teaching model. Looking 

at their first semester scores from fourth grade compared to fifth grade first semester 

scores, they had growth. Now we don't have the co-teaching model anymore. Because 

of scheduling and everything else, [the intervention teacher] had to pick up another 

class during that time. Just talking to the kids and looking at their work products, you 
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could have very easily seen that that co-teaching model worked. (personal 

communication, March 22, 2016) 

She attributed the efficacy of this model to two major items. First, having a second teacher in 

the classroom allowed for closer monitoring of students, and enabled teachers to catch 

misconceptions and mistakes earlier. Additionally, it helped to ensure students remained 

engaged with the curriculum. She furthermore noted the value of having another instructor’s 

voice reiterating ideas during lessons, sometimes in a different way. Since she is the only 

ELA teacher in fifth grade at School C, she found having another teacher’s help during the 

planning process was beneficial. She further stated: 

I think it was just having more people to attack an issue than just going by yourself, or 

having one. Then having proximity with an extra adult…while I'm doing things she 

could be monitoring, she could be checking for active engagement while I was up doing 

stuff at the board and my back was turned. Things as far as just the logistic piece, but 

then also being able to help pinpoint some of those needs when they were happening, 

while the other one of us was doing something else. (personal communication, March 

22, 2016) 

The year of the current study was the first time they had tried this approach, but had since 

ceased it. Core Teacher C was disappointed that they could not continue, as she felt it was an 

effective method to support her students. 

Core Teacher C did not rely as heavily on the district Case 21 benchmark assessments 

data to inform her instruction as did the other core teachers interviewed, as she was 

concerned that they were not well aligned with the EOG assessments. Likewise, she felt that 
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the district’s curriculum and pacing guide – the Curriculum Management Application 

(CMApp) – also did not align well in some areas with the EOG assessments. Thus, Core 

Teacher C relied more heavily on informal assessments to help her determine student 

progress in several areas; these assessments included exit tickets, where students were asked 

to write a response to a question or prompt. She was able to review the information 

immediately and check for understanding, and when needed would have students rewrite 

their response right away, before leaving. Otherwise, she would adjust her instruction the 

next day. 

When we discussed the elements that mark good instruction for reading intervention, 

she noted, “It needs to be prescriptive. It needs to be individualized and targeted specifically 

to those kids’ needs” (personal communication, March 22, 2016). This was a challenge in 

School C because of the number of students with needs versus the number of intervention 

teachers on staff. “We just need more bodies. That’s all it is. We need more bodies” 

(personal communication, March 22, 2016). 

Core Teacher C noted her school’s efforts to support students’ growth in reading by 

involving parents more, particularly in reading. One night per week, School C invited parents 

to come in, eat with their children, and read books with them. These events also provided 

support to parents by offering workshops on ways to help their children become better 

readers. 

This core teacher found it very useful that the principal at School C often shared 

research on reading with her and the other teachers. She, in turn would share the information 

with her students in an effort to help them understand why she does what she does in the 
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classroom. To help students become their own advocates, she worked to help them 

communicate with her and other adults the areas of concern they have with their academic 

progress. She hoped that helping them be aware of their own strengths and weaknesses and 

understand the importance of what they are doing would make them more willing to speak up 

and say, “I don’t get it, I need some help.” 

With regards to shortcomings at her school, Core Teacher C pointed to the need for 

additional professional development (PD), particularly to help the upper-grades teachers 

support students. She elaborated: 

I think that [reading instruction] needs to be a PD [professional development] focus…I 

think that looking at the progression of professional development over the last three 

years, and with the implementation of Daily 5 and all that. The reading workshop 

theory, I think that that's a great approach. I just wish that there was a little more 

leniency, instead of doing a cookie-cutter for K through 5, because Kindergarten 

literacy does not look like fifth-grade literacy. We've kind of cookie-cuttered what we 

need it to look like, and I don't think that it's meshing with all populations across all 

grade levels. I wish there was a little more leniency and respect towards professionals 

in the classroom to say, "Okay, if that's not working for your population, what do you 

need to do?" And fix it. (personal communication, March 22, 2016) 

Her strong desire to grow came through clearly in the interview. Thus, this core teacher 

would certainly benefit from having a literacy coach who could help provide appropriate 

support for instruction via the implementation of a co-teaching model, as research has agreed 

is effective (Pomerantz & Pierce, 2013). 
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The Core Teacher at School C teaches only fifth-grade ELA classes. She worked the 

first semester of the current year in a co-teaching model with the intervention teacher, a new 

strategy for the both of them; though Core Teacher C collected data that she felt 

demonstrated that co-teaching was working, the program was discontinued at mid-year. 

While she met with other teachers to discuss student data, Core Teacher C planned and 

taught primarily alone. She focused on fifth-grade reading standards in her instruction, and 

the intervention teacher primarily addressed foundational reading skills. When it came to 

data, this core teacher relied less on the formal benchmark assessments provided by the 

district than on the short, informal assessments she gave in class to monitor student 

understanding, such as her exit tickets. She cited the need for more professional development 

to help her with her instructional practices, but also expressed a desire to have some 

flexibility to readjust her approach when something is not working for her students. 

Interview with the Principal 

The principal at School C has been there for the last 2 ½ years. Prior to becoming a 

principal, he worked as an assistant principal about 5 ½ years at other elementary schools in 

the district. All of his teaching experience was at the elementary level, six years in the 

district, and a couple of years in a different state prior to that. After greeting me warmly, he 

was very forthcoming about his teachers, his school, and himself, sharing strengths and his 

perceptions openly and honestly. I got the sense that he was really concerned about the 

current state of his students’ progress, and was therefore seeking answers about how to be 

more effective at helping them. 
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Principal C was very candid about his perceptions of instruction at his school, and he 

provided some interesting information regarding the dynamics of his fifth-grade teachers. 

Noting right away that the school’s scores had not been strong, he began discussing the fifth-

grade core instruction. This grade level had been operating via a departmentalized team, 

much like a middle school model, with only one or two teachers focusing on ELA 

instruction. He recalled a conversation he had with Core Teacher C, who I had just 

interviewed: 

One teacher in particular has done all three classes of reading, rotating throughout the 

day like a middle school structure a little bit. There's been goods and challenges of that 

system. Last year, long story short, the scores were not great, and I had to have a 

challenging conversation with that teacher. “Okay, if you're going to be responsible for 

our entire fifth-grade scores, we got to really make sure we're doing justice to what's 

going on, and just try to make sure the different clear structures and formats were in 

place and what was there.” We have a really smart, educated fifth-grade teacher, but 

she likes to try a lot of new things, and [in] some ways I commend that because she's 

always looking for…she's always researching and doing different things. But as far as 

a clear, consistent structure, it was not consistent. We worked on establishing some 

consistency this year. (personal communication, March 22, 2016) 

Among the things School C was working to improve at the time is their use of data to better 

identify student needs, group students accordingly, and find specific strategies to support the 

students in their areas of struggle. 
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Selecting students for intervention at School C primarily involved DIBELS 

assessments, which were used prior to Principal C’s arrival at the school. Though he 

continued to use this method for identification, he admitted, “I’m trying to do more with data 

triangulation and looking at various points and not just one indicator, but we’ve done a pretty 

good job targeting the skills that are built within mCLASS” (personal communication, March 

22, 2016). He acknowledged that the school could not provide support for all of the students 

identified as needing intensive intervention. He added that he and his core teacher, who had 

discussed the same in her interview, had “dabbled a little bit” with the co-teaching model in 

fifth grade, yet Principal C pointed to a different reason for its discontinuation. While the 

teacher believed that co-teaching was discontinued as a result of time constraints, Principal C 

claimed that the model was mainly discontinued due to conflicting teacher personalities, 

although the need to leverage the intervention teacher for more small-group work also 

factored in the decision. He shared that he agreed to the change based on feedback from the 

intervention teacher: 

She was feeling like she was more of an assistant in the classroom instead of another 

teacher. It wasn't working well. I said, “Okay, let's ease out of it and make sure.” But 

there are still certain things I want to make sure are happening, because I want to try 

and support the classroom teacher. I want her to see the intervention teacher and what 

she does in a small group, because she knows how to really run a tight small group and 

how to handle it. So we're providing some observation opportunity. She is going to go 

back in and lead small groups in the class so the classroom teacher can witness that and 

pick up on what we've done a little bit. We're planning to do that a bit more right now. 
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Also, with the intervention model, we had team time this year. So, because of the 

schedule, we do team time four days a week: Monday, Tuesday, Thursday, and Friday. 

Based on that schedule and how it's set up (that really made the intervention slots for 

the intervention), we have three intervention teachers in K through 5. (personal 

communication, March 22, 2016) 

Concurring with the teachers at his school, Principal C also felt as if their students 

were growing in their fluency skills, but was likewise concerned that this improvement had 

not translated into better scores on tests of comprehension. He told me of his fifth-grade core 

teacher’s efforts to support student’s reading ability by focusing on the strategy of close 

reading. He summarized these efforts: 

She did a lot with close reading last year, which was a great benefit. And scores showed, 

for as far as reading fluency, that that was a great improvement and seems to be helping 

a lot. I don't think it was necessarily carrying over as much as we would have liked it 

to in comprehension skills, but it definitely had an impact on the reading fluency, which 

we believe is a foundational skill. We believe it's important for them to be able to 

improve, but just unfortunately haven't resonated into other scores. (personal 

communication, March 22, 2016) 

Monitoring student growth in reading at School C relied mainly on the DIBELS 

assessments in the mCLASS tool mentioned earlier, but Principal C also asked the district for 

guidance on appropriate student growth targets. He expressed frustration that he did not get 

much guidance with this, and felt he did not have a clear measure and goal for student 
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growth. To try to fill the gap, Principal C created his own spreadsheet that triangulated 

multiple sources of data to give his school’s students their own growth targets. 

As we discussed what constitutes good reading intervention instruction, the first thing 

Principal C pointed to was a quality teacher; he stated, “I think more times than not, it’s just 

the teacher’s ability to relate, motivate, and get the information to the child” (personal 

communication, March 22, 2016). He added that a good intervention teacher is flexible and 

knows several strategies, among which one that is effective can be found. He emphasized the 

importance of allowing the intervention teacher to work with small groups, thus allowing for 

maximum impact. He summed it up by reaffirming his earlier claim regarding the value of 

the teacher, stating, “I guess maybe the answer is a great teacher. It’s not necessarily the 

strategy but it’s the teacher being, the great teacher being strategic" (personal 

communication, March 22, 2016). 

As to additional things School C did to support the growth of struggling readers, 

Principal C pointed to his encouragement to teachers and students to have a growth mindset. 

This mindset started with teachers, he claimed, remarking, “If the teachers don’t have it, it’s 

not going to resonate with the students” (personal communication, March 22, 2016). He also 

discussed the need to set realistic goals for students, and to regularly have honest discussions 

with them about where they stand. He stated, “Don't do it just behind closed doors, but share 

it with the kids, show them where they're at, be real with them, and make some goals with the 

child that we've got to keep motivating them” (personal communication, March 22, 2016). 

He went on: 



 

 

 

117 

If you just walk them through the motion and keep them doing what they're doing, 

they're not going to change. They're going to keep giving their 50% effort or whatever 

they're getting by with, because they may have already labeled themselves a poor reader 

or whatever. A lot about really focusing on growth and getting better…That's a big deal 

for our school, because we hang our hats more on growth than we do proficiency, for 

obvious reasons. We'd love to still aim at the proficiency, but growth is still important 

to us. We try to talk to the students about what that means, and obviously that's coupled 

with effort and having a good attitude about what's going on...Those are the hidden 

skills that I just believe are incredibly valuable, because if kids don't have the right 

attitude and aren't willing to…We all love to say that every kid we have in the building 

is putting a 100% effort and they're all into it, but that's not where we're at. (personal 

communication, March 22, 2016) 

Principal C shed some interesting light on the dynamics of the workings of the fifth-

grade core and intervention teachers at his school. He seemed to have a great deal of 

confidence in the intervention teacher, and deferred to her advice to discontinue the co-

teaching model they had implemented earlier in the year; this had been implemented due in 

large part to the poor scores of their students on the previous year’s fifth-grade ELA EOG 

tests. However, after “dabbling” in this model for the first part of the year, it was 

discontinued because the intervention teacher felt she was merely being used as an 

“assistant” rather than as a true co-teacher. Moreover, she believed her time would be better 

spent working directly with small groups of students. On the other hand, the core teacher was 



 

 

 

118 

clear in her assertion that the model was working, and pointed to mid-year benchmark data to 

drive home her point. 

Principal C also shared his frustration at not having a good model or data to use in 

order to measure student growth on an ongoing basis. While his school primarily used the 

DIBELS data collected from the mCLASS tool, he expressed concern that, though fairly 

reliable in identifying students, the data were not complete enough. He also believed that the 

students at his school were becoming more fluent readers based on the fluency measures, but 

such an increase in fluency did not always translate into better scores on measures of 

comprehension, as has been documented by some researchers (Jeon, 2012; Quirk & Beem, 

2012). Finally, he felt it was important for the student and teachers alike to focus on growth 

and have a “growth mindset” if the goal is to improve the student’s reading ability. 

Summary Findings for School C 

While School C met growth targets on the state’s EVAAS measure in the 2012-2013 

and 2013-2014 school years, they did not meet growth targets on the 2015 measure. This 

negative score, strong enough to pull down the three-year average for the school, was most 

pronounced for the fifth grade. The data collected using the mCLASS tool on fifth-grade 

students receiving interventions in the last two school years also demonstrated a high 

percentage of students not meeting individual growth targets. 

The principal and teachers at School C all discussed using data, but the DIBELS 

measures in mCLASS were the primary data used to identify and measure student progress. 

Each pointed specifically to the mCLASS fluency measures, sharing the perception that 

students had made gains in fluency yet maintaining that such gains had not necessarily 
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translated into better comprehension. The Intervention Teacher, Core Teacher, and Principal 

at School C all seemed to be collegial and willing to work together, even sometimes 

discussing student data, there was no evidence of strong collaboration in planning instruction, 

a shortcoming that was particularly evident when they discontinued the co-teaching model 

after just a single semester of having it implemented. 

Findings for School D 

School D had a membership of approximately 726 students in the 2013-2014 school 

year. Of this number, 38.6% received F&R lunch, and 8% were considered LEP students. 

The performance composite on the EOG tests was 56.2%, with 100% of their subgroups 

meeting AMO proficiency targets. The EVAAS designation for the students taking the EOG 

tests was “exceeds growth” for this school year. 

During the 2014-2015 school year, School D’s membership was approximately 770 

students, of which 40.4% qualified for F&R lunch and 8.7% were considered LEP. The 

proficiency performance composite for students taking the EOG tests was 68.7%, with 94.3% 

of subgroups meeting the AMO proficiency targets that year. The school’s overall EVAAS 

growth status was “met” for this school year. 

Upon arriving at School D early in the morning, prior to school starting, I quickly 

noticed the bright colorful display – including students – in the lobby, promoting the school’s 

Positive Behavior and Intervention Support (PBIS) program. I was unable to meet many staff 

members because most of them were attending a meeting. The building was clean and neat, 

with multiple, brightly colored displays. In the conference room where I would conduct the 
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interviews, a data wall displayed the progress of students based on their current performance 

on the DIBELS data collected using the mCLASS tool. It was obvious that staff and students 

took pride in their school and liked to prominently display their goals and achievements. The 

impression was that people wanted to be a part of this school’s exciting, positive 

environment. 

Data Summary 

A review of the data provided for the fifth-grade students at School D that had 

received intervention support in reading demonstrated that the school had done very well in 

helping their students exceed individual growth targets for the last two years. In ranking the 

schools in the study’s data set that had exceeded growth expectations, School D ranked first 

in the district during the 2013-2014 school year in the percentage of students identified as 

having exceeded individual growth estimates, with 62.5% of fifth-grade students who were 

receiving interventions (15 individuals) earning this designation; this number was 

significantly higher than the district average of 35.7%. The percentage of students who met 

the individual growth targets was 20.8%, leaving only 16.7% of their students (4 individuals) 

not meeting the expected growth targets—one of the lowest numbers of the schools in the 

data set. 

In the 2014-2015 school year, School D again ranked above the district average of 

28.7%, although not nearly as high as the previous year, by having 31.6% of their students (6 

individuals) exceed individual growth expectations. School D was one of only six schools 

that had more students exceed growth targets than the district for both of the years’ worth of 

data reviewed. Interestingly, however, the school also had a larger percentage (47.4%) of 
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students who did not meet the expectations than did the district. Expected individual growth 

targets were met at this school by 18% of students. 

I also reviewed the EVAAS School Value-Added Report for EOG Reading for 

School D, provided by the North Carolina Department of Public Instruction, and found that 

the school was very effective by this measure at growing their fifth-grade students. The 

school received a rating of “exceeded growth” in third grade in 2013-2014, and “met growth” 

in 2014-2015. In 2014-2015, the School D’s fourth-grade students did not meet expected 

growth, although they did meet the growth targets the preceding two years. The fifth-grade 

students exceeded growth targets for two of the three years prior to the current study, and 

boasted a three-year average of exceeding growth. The overall rating for School D is 

“exceeds growth” (NC DPI, 2013) 

As these data show, School D has been successful overall in producing growth that 

not only meets expectations for their upper-grades students, but has also been very successful 

in helping their fifth-grade students exceed growth expectations overall, as well as students 

receiving interventions. The next section reviews information provided from the intervention 

teacher, then one of the fifth-grade core literacy teachers, and finally the principal regarding 

their perceptions about reading intervention instruction for fifth-grade students at School D. 

Interview with the Intervention Teacher 

The Intervention Teacher at School D was a veteran who displayed a novice teacher’s 

enthusiasm. She came to the interview with a notebook full of documents and data about her 

students; however, she rarely even needed to refer to it as she was able to provide great detail 

about her students’ progress from memory. Her enthusiasm about teaching reading was 
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obvious, as was her commitment to continual personal and professional growth she had. She 

was excited about the progress of her students, and proud to be a part of a team that had 

helped its students to progress greatly in their reading ability. 

Intervention Teacher D had been teaching for 20 years at the time of this study. She 

spent 16 of those years in the classroom, teaching at first, third, and fourth grades. She was in 

her fourth year as an intervention teacher, and had worked with all grade levels (K-5) during 

that time; in the two years prior to the current study, however, she had primarily assisted 

students in the upper elementary grades. At the time of the study, for the first in several 

academic years, the school did not met the district’s F&R requirements to continue receiving 

Title I funds; this is because the bar for such funding had been raised considerably several 

years before, leaving the school with fewer intervention teachers than in previous years. She 

was one of two intervention teachers working this academic year, with the other teacher 

serving Grades K-2. Additionally, the school’s principal had tried to augment the support 

provided by hiring some retired educators to serve as part-time intervention teachers. 

To begin, Intervention Teacher D noted that School D attempted to triangulate 

multiple pieces of data in order to identify students at their school needing intervention 

support. The data sources used to make these decisions included DIBELS data, previous 

EOG scores and intervention data, as well as input from classroom teachers. Currently, she 

provided intervention services to 33 students in Grades 3-5. 

School D provided intervention support using both a push-in and pull-out model at 

the school, but Intervention Teacher D exclusively pushes in to the classrooms she served. 

She explained that she provides two different types of support. First, for students with gaps in 
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foundational skills as identified by using the mCLASS tool, she held guided reading groups. 

The second type of support she described was strategy groups, in which she would address 

particular skills deficits identified by the district’s Case 21 benchmark assessments. She also 

affirmed that she aligned her support in these strategy groups with what the core teacher was 

teaching at the time. She further explained: 

What I do in my guided reading groups, with my groups, with my students, is address 

the deficits that had been revealed due to mCLASS, and do strategy teaching based on 

Case 21 results. I also teach the same thing or concept that the classroom teacher is 

teaching. For example, if the classroom teacher is doing main idea and supporting 

detail, I will also address that. But I'll address it on a lower reading level, so my children 

are not struggling with being able to read the material and understand the strategy at 

the same time. That provides them an opportunity to learn the strategy on reading 

material that they can access, but it also correlates with what the teacher is teaching. 

It's funny, because they'll say, “Mrs. So-and-So is talking about that thing this 

morning.” It's like they don't realize that we collaborate, and that I follow the same 

objectives and standards that they're doing. They'll say, “Mrs. So-and-So just post[ed] 

that poster up about inferencing.” Of course, we would be talking about inference. 

That's what I do. I address deficits and filling gaps for those students, but I also teach 

whatever standard the teacher is teaching, but on reading material that's successful to 

them. (personal communication, March 24, 2016) 
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She went on to add that she not only met with the students identified, but the core teacher 

pulled these same groups as well, which allowed the struggling students to get a “double dip” 

of support. 

At the outset of the interview, it was obvious that Intervention Teacher D was a data-

driven teacher. She brought spreadsheets of data to the interview to share what and how the 

school was doing that year with their students. In addition, regarding her perceptions of how 

the school performed in helping students meet growth targets, she was able to provide 

specific numbers. “I think we're probably average, or maybe slightly below average. When I 

look at what Title I requires, that 70-80% growth. Overall we’re getting about 68% of 

accelerated growth for our intervention students” (personal communication, March 22, 

2016). When asked to elaborate on what she meant about helping students make accelerated 

growth, she replied: 

Sure. Accelerated growth. Because these children have larger achievement gaps, in a 

half a year you really expect ¾ of growth. In a year, your goal is for that child to gain 

a year-and-a-half of growth…of TRC and DIBELS composite scores What we have to 

do is we have to analyze their…rate of improvement. We have to analyze where they 

were at the beginning of the year, and then where they are at the middle of the year. 

Even if they were still in the red, intensive level, did they meet that goal, that rate of 

improvement goal? They may still be red, in other words, but did they make their rate 

of improvement goal? That would indicate growth. Or did they move to yellow and 

only strategic, or did they move to green and proficient? (personal communication, 

March 24, 2016) 
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She went on to add that the 68% of the students that were on target for the accelerated growth 

represented all intervention students in Grades K-5. However, when focused on just the 

fourth and fifth grades, that number increased to about 73%. 

Intervention Teacher D responded to the question about how the school’s students 

performed on the EOG tests by noting that, overall, the school had remained consistently 

near the 66% proficient mark. She was unable, however, to provide a clear response to the 

question of how students performed who received reading interventions: 

We have pretty much flat-lined, and that is one thing that the school improvement 

committee is looking at. What do we need to do to move these students? To be honest 

with you, there are intervention students we have not tracked in that manner. That's one 

thing in answering your questions I realized. That's an area that we, as a school, need 

to address, because in school improvement committee we look at our Black students, 

our SWD [Students with Disabilities] students, but we've never actually gone through 

and identified each individual intervention student and set them in a separate category. 

It doesn't track them that well through EVAAS. (personal communication, March 24, 

2016) 

Regarding what she considered to be the elements of good reading intervention instruction, 

Intervention Teacher D shared her perceptions at length. It was obvious that this was a 

passion of hers, and that she was well versed in the research around how to teach reading. 

She began by maintaining that good reading instruction: 

…should incorporate all the five components of reading that the National Reading 

panel pointed out. These are what students need. I also feel like that in every material 
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that you read about reading, you see the same key concepts coming up. Can this child 

self-monitor and clarify? Can this child connect, predict, visualize, summarize, make 

inferences, and draw conclusion? (personal communication, March 24, 2016) 

Another key for helping students grow in their reading ability, in this intervention teacher’s 

view, included helping build the vocabulary of students. She stated, “Especially for our 

student population, words that you and I assume these children know, they do not. We really 

have to build background, build their schema” ((personal communication, March 24, 2016). 

She went on to say, “I really focus a lot on vocabulary. I focus a lot on the phonics if I find 

that my children are struggling with that” (personal communication, March 24, 2016). 

A third area Intervention Teacher D identified for good reading instruction was that 

the reading teacher should be “cognizant of where [their] students are, and realize when 

[they] need to go back and reteach specific concepts, but…still cover the basic components 

of reading” (personal communication, March 24, 2016). She went on to give me examples of 

students who could decode well, but who read so fast that they could not tell what they had 

read. On the other hand, some students struggled to decode words and read so slowly that 

they forget what they read earlier in the text. She continued: 

…because I think most people…don't realize that the brain has to do two entirely 

different processes when reading. You've got to break the code, or decode – figure out 

the words – but then you also have to process and understand what you just read. It 

takes a lot of mental capacity to do both of those, and sometimes the children have 

figured out the decoding part, because parents will be so excited “my child's reading 

chapter books now.” They've figured out how to decode, but they haven't mastered the 
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comprehension piece. To get both of those things to work together, like I said, you have 

to be trained in that. You just don't automatically know how to teach reading. (personal 

communication, March 24, 2016) 

Her description of the reading process here is reminiscent of the early research of LaBerge 

and Samuels (1974) and Perfetti (1985), who both described the process of reading as first 

decoding words, and then making meaning out of them. 

At the end of the interview, I gave Intervention Teacher D the opportunity to share 

any additional information about how her school helped students become more proficient 

readers. She specifically cited the willingness of the school’s teachers to collect and review 

data about their students’ strengths and weaknesses, even across an entire grade level, and 

then provide targeted instruction to address specific needs. However, because there was no 

assessment or follow-up after this re-teaching, she was concerned that there was no way to 

know if it was effective or not. 

Getting students excited and engaged in reading was also important to this 

intervention teacher, and she started a book club toward this end. Besides just encouraging 

students to read the book, Intervention Teacher D used the book club to help students with 

their reading comprehension and writing skills as well. Using Edmodo, an educational social 

media site that looks much like Facebook, she had students answer questions about the book 

they were reading. She elaborated on the value of the book club and questions: 

They don't realize that when I'm posting, I'm asking those critical thinking questions. 

Like, “What do you think the character learned in that chapter,” or “How has this 

character changed? Which character would you want for your friend? Why or why not? 
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What do you think the author's message or themes going to be in this book?” They don't 

realize I'm preparing them. They just realize that we're doing Edmodo, and they 

responded back, and then they responded back to each other. I had a child yesterday I 

progress monitor with, and he has jumped five words per minute in the last two weeks. 

I was complimenting him. I said, “You have really been doing a lot of reading lately, 

because you're practicing and it's showing.” He smiled, and he said, “You know the 

book we're reading for book club, On My Honor? I said, “Yes,” and he said, “When 

you told us to read two chapters that night,” he said, “I've been reading more every 

night, because that book is so good. (personal communication, March 24, 2016) 

Her description of the assignment given to students is consistent with the research of 

McMaster et al. (2012) on how questioning techniques can help improve students’ 

comprehension of text. 

Intervention Teacher D demonstrated a high degree of data use and awareness for the 

students she serves. She came to the interview carrying a data notebook and spreadsheets of 

data tracking student progress. She was able to share specifically the percentages of her 

students receiving interventions that had made accelerated growth by that point in the 

academic year. This teacher shared about research on effective reading instruction, a topic for 

which she demonstrated an avid passion. In addition, to support her students, she had used 

and was willing to tap into community resources. 

When asked to identify the instructional practices that were effective at helping her 

students grow, she pointed to the fact that she provided support in the student’s regular 

classroom—she did not pull students out of class. Her intervention support covered 
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foundational skills as well as strategy groups that support core instruction, but she also noted 

the high degree of alignment between the support she provided and what the core teacher was 

teaching. The high degree of collaboration and good working relationship with the core 

teacher helped to make this possible. In addition to these instructional practices, Intervention 

Teacher D expressed the importance of building students’ vocabulary to help them not only 

decode but also get meaning from the text. It was important in her view to keep students 

engaged in reading, and she attempted to do so by creating a book club and using technology 

to have them discuss what they read in an online forum. The next section details the 

perspectives of a Core ELA teacher at School D. 

Interview with a Core Teacher 

The fifth-grade ELA teacher at School D is a veteran with 18 years of experience in 

the profession. She had a very serious, businesslike demeanor, and clearly took pride in 

successfully helping students to grow. She exhibited confidence in her ability to support 

student growth in literacy, and could even refer to her own personal research in support of 

her instructional methods. Her loyalty to the school’s principal also was evident. 

Like the core ELA teacher for School C, Core Teacher D did not intend to work as a 

teacher; she had an undergraduate degree in English, not Education. Though she was from a 

family of educators who tried to talk her into going into the field, it was only after she 

volunteered for a time at a school did she decide that she would get her certification and 

become a teacher. She had taught a variety of elementary grades in her career, including 

academically gifted students. At the time of the interview, she had been teaching fifth grade 

at her School D for 5 ½ years. 
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Core Teacher D described very specifically how students were selected for 

intervention at her school, focusing primarily on how she and the other core teachers 

provided interventions for core students. She shared a very collaborative process where she, 

other fifth-grade teachers, intervention teachers, and special education teachers all met to 

review data from common assessments, DIBELS assessments, anecdotal notes, and 

specifically the Case 21 benchmark assessments to identify where students have gaps in key 

standards. She also detailed how she and all the core teachers at the grade level, as well as 

AIG teachers, intervention teachers, Instructional Resource Teachers (IRT), and Special 

Education teachers, regroup the students across the grade level one day per week to target 

instruction in small groups for these fifth-grade standards. 

With this intervention time that she called a “focus block,” Core Teacher D supported 

all students across the grade level, not just those who were specifically targeted for intensive 

interventions, though they would have also been a part of these groups. She pre-assessed the 

students in the group, since not all of them were in her classroom during this intervention 

time. After identifying their specific gaps, she planned lessons to address the needs of these 

students as related to the fifth-grade ELA standards. During this focus block, she helped 

students set attainable goals, and then provided activities around challenging reading 

materials to help them. This included using lots of technology and games in her instruction to 

keep students engaged. In particular, she noted a program she used called Nearpod that 

helped her find appropriate materials. She shared: 

It's a great program where you can get other lessons and Smart Board lessons from 

other teachers. There was this great lesson this teacher created. It was actually sixth 



 

 

 

131 

grade, because sometimes it's hard to find really good fifth-grade reading passages. But 

the passages were very similar to the difficulty level of Case 21, so we went through 

that and the kids enjoyed that. They had their devices right there, and I could see how 

they were participating in answering questions, so we did that. (personal 

communication, March 24, 2016) 

Like the Core ELA Teacher at School A, who had also experienced a great deal of 

success in growing her students, Core Teacher D used grade-level texts to challenge students 

who were not successful at comprehending such texts on benchmark or EOG assessments. 

Later in the interview, when I asked her to tell me about the elements of good intervention 

instruction, she came back to this point. She shared, from both her personal research and 

experience, the following observation: 

I've been reading the book, and I can't remember the title…This book about 

intervention that Mr. [Principal D] encouraged those of us on leadership to read. We've 

come to the realization that the inclusion kids are not going to get a different test from 

everybody else. What they're going to read is what all fifth graders are going to read, 

and that's our approach in the classroom with them. What she does in her group with 

her students is fifth-grade text, because that's what they're going to see. They're not 

going to get anything differentiated. If I'm doing the skill in the classroom, she will do 

the same skill in her group. It will be on a fifth-grade-level text, but she has a wonderful 

way of taking that text and breaking it down so those kids will understand it because 

that's what they're going to see on the End-of-Grade [test]. I think that's one thing I've 

learned from that book. (personal communication, March 24, 2016) 
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She clarified that, while the reading material that the students used were not differentiated, 

the differentiation came in the form of the support provided: 

I think you've got to keep the expectations high for them, and push them and make 

them a little uncomfortable. I think all students, I really do agree, I think all students 

can meet those benchmarks if you push them. I don't believe in leveling sometimes, but 

I think they just need to see the actual text. From there, you can base your instruction 

on their needs. I feel strongly about it…it's in the support…it's in our instruction that 

we differentiate. That's what we do. (personal communication, March 24, 2016) 

In sharing her perception of how her school does in supporting students to grow in their 

reading ability, Core Teacher D was aware of the data showing the school’s overall success 

in growth measures. She added that the school had been particularly successful in growing 

their Special Education students. She attributed that success in large part to “a lot of push-in 

versus pull-out. I think has been the success, and the extra support” (personal 

communication, March 24, 2016). She furthermore highlighted the high degree of 

collaboration between her, the intervention teacher, and the Special Education teacher, which 

she felt was a key ingredient in their success. 

Core Teacher D demonstrated a high degree of data awareness for her students and 

her school. She collaborated well and frequently with staff, including other fifth-grade 

teachers, intervention teachers, Special Education teachers, Academically Gifted teachers, 

and the IRT. This core teacher was reflective, and demonstrated her willingness to seek out 

actionable strategies and information by her own reading and research into effective 
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instructional practices, as well as by her willingness to search for additional resources 

appropriate for her students. 

When discussing the reasons School D had been effective in helping their students 

grow, she pointed to the school’s collaborative nature, the supplementary personnel that 

allowed for additional small group support for struggling students, and the fact that the 

support was provided in the classroom instead of pulling the students out of class. She 

believed emphatically in the importance of providing all students, regardless of ability level, 

with an opportunity to interact with texts at the grade level. While she did not differentiate 

the materials for her students, she did provide differentiated support for students to access the 

grade-level material. This was similar to the Core Teacher at School A, who also very 

strongly emphasized this practice. 

Interview with the Principal 

I met the principal of School D off campus. He seemed genuinely interested in 

helping with this project, and was very willing to share his perceptions. Principal D began his 

career as an elementary school teacher in another school district in North Carolina. He has 

taught fifth grade and second grade, and also served as an instructional technology facilitator, 

IRT, testing coordinator, and assistant principal. His stint as a technology facilitator 

explained his focus on using technology at the school and his penchant for being an “early 

adopter” of new technology. He had been Principal at School D for approximately seven 

years. 

Principal D shared that his school tried to use multiple data points to identify students 

for intervention support. The primary driver was the data collected through the mCLASS 
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tool, since the district had transitioned to that tool, but they also used running record 

assessments. In addition, he pointed to their use of data outside what is normally collected for 

literacy skills, such discipline data that would help identify problems with student 

engagement in curriculum. While he noted a variety of data used, the most impactful and 

frequent source for literacy at School D was the data provided through the mCLASS tool. 

Describing the structure of intervention support at his school, Principal D said they 

relied on both pull-out and “strong inclusion” models of supporting students such as co-

teaching in the classroom. Also, as the end of the school year neared, he would use some 

allotments he had reserved to hire retired teachers on a part-time basis to provide additional 

small group targeted support for students. He felt this extra support was beneficial in helping 

the students at his school demonstrate success on EOG assessments. 

Principal D believed that his school was successful in helping students grow as 

readers. As one piece of evidence, he cited a report from a literacy program (Ready 

Generation) that detailed how students were growing in their literacy skills, although he also 

noted this was a lower-grades program. While proficiency scores for upper-grades students 

on the EOG tests had been flat for a few years, mirroring district trends, he did point to 

another piece of data that he felt was positive. “Our referrals for Special 

Education…decreased over the years because we did a better job progress monitoring, [and] 

providing appropriate interventions for kids that needed to be done” (personal 

communication, April 8, 2016). He lamented the lack of data collected that specifically 

tracked growth and proficiency of students receiving interventions as a “missed opportunity” 

for his school. 
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Speaking to effective intervention instructional practices he had observed as the 

school administrator, Principal D said he had seen a great deal of alignment between core and 

intervention instruction. He told me about the reaction of a student while he was observing a 

small group intervention lesson: 

The strategies were very strongly aligned...I particularly remember going into a small 

group, a Title I intervention group that were using strategies, and the kids telling me 

“This is what I did in my classroom.” There was this whole strategy they were using to 

decode words, to get meaning from the text. All of those pieces certainly built a unified 

approach that kids didn't feel like it wasn't making...it clicked with them. I don't even 

know the girl's name, I just remember there was a small girl, either in fourth or fifth, or 

it was upper grades, I don't know which. I remember them saying, “Oh, we did this in 

the classroom.” There was this whole clicking with her that she knew that she was 

learning how to understand what she was reading. (personal communication, April 8, 

2016) 

As we wrapped up our discussion of what he, as a principal, looked for from his core 

and intervention teachers to support student learning, he talked about the value of teachers 

providing support that includes multiple aspects of literacy instruction (decoding, fluency, 

and comprehension strategies). He said, “Just looking that they have all these components 

really addressed in their reading program, and it’s not just ‘come-in-and-read’” (personal 

communication, April 8, 2016). It was also important to him that teachers work together to 

support the students, stating, “It’s an understanding…of using practices and building 

communication and collaboration among the teachers. That’s key for kids” (personal 
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communication, April 8, 2016). Like the principal in School A, this principal also engaged 

his staff in many of the high-yield leadership strategies that have proven to be successful in 

high-poverty schools. His emphasis on using data to guide instructional decisions, providing 

opportunities for collaboration and sharing of best practices, and maintaining a continuous 

focus on improvement are all identified as effective leadership strategies by Hagelskamp and 

DiStasi (2012). 

The final item Principal D emphasized as important for making one effective at 

teaching reading was the relationship between students and their teachers, which included the 

expectations that the teacher set for the student. Also referencing the value of parental 

support, he summed up his thoughts: 

I think, first of all, this has nothing to do with reading, but it has to do with the 

relationship with the teacher. I think that's your first piece. Because kids will, if there 

are high expectations and they feel like they can be successful, they will reach to—

they're going to seek to attain the highest that they can get. I think that's first and 

foremost. Having exposure to all kinds of text, having a very literacy-rich room, then 

also working with parents to help parents understand the importance of reading and 

giving them strategies. We've done things like putting out videos, doing take-home 

packets, you know, all those things that you're going to do to support the whole 

community of learners. I think that's important. (personal communication, April 8, 

2016) 

As evidenced by his comments as well as those of the core and intervention teachers 

under his leadership, Principal D had created a strong collaborative culture at his school. 
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School D’s core and intervention teachers noted a focus on continual improvement, and both 

referenced discussions with the principal based on books and research about literacy 

instruction. This revealed that the principal and teachers at School D were all data-driven, 

and able to share data about their school. He also stressed the importance of aligning 

intervention and core instruction, as well as supporting students through co-teaching or push-

in models where possible. He also noted the importance of teachers developing relationships 

with and setting high expectations for students, while at the same time providing a literacy 

classroom that supports their growth in all aspects of the reading process. 

Summary Findings for School D 

School D had a track record of helping students exceed growth expectations, as 

evidenced by both the EVAAS value-added measure and the data collected using the 

mCLASS tool. Both teachers and the principal demonstrated a commitment to the use of data 

to make decisions, and all felt it was critical to build a collaborative culture. They also 

engaged students in literacy instruction that incorporated an emphasis on vocabulary building 

along with a combination of large and small group instruction to improve foundational and 

grade-level skills. There was also great emphasis on providing challenging grade-level tests 

to students, even those working below grade level, as well as on offering differentiated 

support if necessary. 

The next section includes a comparison and contrast of some of the findings from the 

interviews and data review of the four schools in this case study. 
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Highlighting Emergent Themes 

After conducting the interviews at each of the four schools, some patterns and themes 

did emerge. Prior to comparing and contrasting the instructional practices, I will first make 

some comparisons of the demographic makeups of the schools, as well as some themes that 

emerged from the review of the data. I will then review the themes about effective 

instructional practices that emerged from the structured interviews with the teachers and 

administrators. 

Comparing and Contrasting Demographic Data 

A review of the demographic data for the schools at which interviews were conducted 

revealed an interesting point. While these schools did have some things in common, such as a 

Title I designation, they did have some different demographic characteristics. Table 3 and 

Table 4 highlights some of those similarities and differences in student demographic data 

between the schools for the 2013-2014 and 2014-2015 academic years. 

 

Table 3: Comparing and Contrasting Student Demographic Data 

 2013-2014 2014-2015 

 Growth # Students % F&R % LEP Growth # Students % F&R % LEP 

School A High 706 49.2% 21.5% High 651 56.2% 23.3% 

School B Low 672 33.4% 13.2% Low 679 39.5% 14.9% 

School C Low 478 64.8% 17.3% Low 504 74.6% 16.7% 

School D High 726 38.6% 8.0% High 770 40.4% 8.7% 

 

 

 

As Table 3 shows, the individual growth scores experienced by these four schools 

was not directly tied to F&R or LEP percentages. Both Schools B and D had similar 

percentages of students qualifying for F&R lunch, and LEP percentages were not drastically 
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different, yet they had very different results in growing their students. Similarly, both 

Schools A and C had the higher percentages of F&R and LEP students than did the other two 

schools; however, these two schools had very different results in individual growth scores. 

The school with the highest growth scores had the largest LEP population of the four schools. 

Thus, for these four schools, high F&R and LEP percentages were not predictors of low 

individual growth scores. 

Comparing and Contrasting Growth for All Students vs. Intervention Students 

As noted in each individual school’s interview data, I also reviewed how each of 

these schools fared on their overall fifth-grade students’ growth as calculated by the state’s 

EVAAS growth calculation metric. This calculation, based on EOG tests for students in 

Grades 3-5, measures the growth of all students, not just students receiving interventions. 

While this information was included in the individual school summary information provided 

in the previous section, it is summarized again information here. 

Reviewing the data for the students receiving interventions showed that the schools in 

which a large percentage of students receiving interventions exceeded individual growth also 

had a large percentage of their students overall exceed or meet growth in core instruction. 

Not only did the students with interventions make individual growth, but all fifth-grade 

students made high growth. Conversely, those schools in which large percentages of the 

students receiving interventions did not meet individual growth targets also had less success 

in growing all students. This would indicate that the strength of core instruction can 

potentially have an impact on all students, including those receiving additional intervention 

services. Therefore, it could be argued that the individual growth data for intervention 
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students may be a reflection of the strength (or lack thereof) of core instructional practices as 

much as it speaks to the interventions practices specifically in place. In the schools making 

the highest growth scores, there was also a high degree of alignment of instruction between 

the core and intervention teacher. Table 4 depicts the EVAAS growth for all fifth-grade 

students at each school compared to the data provided for students receiving interventions. 

 

Table 4: Growth Designation for All Students vs. Students Receiving Intervention 

 

  EVAAS Growth Designations for All Fifth-Grade Students 

 Intervention 

Student Growth 

2013-2014 2014-2015 Three-Year Avg. 

(2013-2015) 

School A High Exceeds Exceeds Exceeds 

School B Low Met Not Met Not Met 

School C Low Met Not Met Not Met 

School D High Exceeds Met Exceeds 

 

 

 

Comparing and Contrasting Instructional Practices 

All of the professional educators I interviewed demonstrated a real passion and love 

for what they were doing, and each displayed a great desire to see students be successful 

readers. They all were well-educated individuals. Notably, however, a few clear differences 

emerged between the philosophies and instructional practices between the schools with high 

and low individual growth scores. The starkest of these differences was in the areas of 

differentiation and exposure to grade-level texts; collaboration and planning practices; the 

way data was used to inform instruction; emphasis on vocabulary work; and principal 

monitoring. 
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Differentiating materials vs. differentiating support. The starkest difference was in 

the way the teachers chose to differentiate the approach for their students needing 

interventions. At Schools B and C, the two schools with the highest percentage of students 

not meeting individual growth targets, the teachers emphasized “meeting students where they 

are” with the reading materials provided. The teachers at these schools, both core and 

intervention, intentionally gave students reading materials at their instructional level. The 

intervention teacher at School B emphasized providing materials students with materials at 

their current reading level, sharing, “I’m progress monitoring right now some of my fifth 

graders on a third-grade level, third-grade passages, because it would be futile to go where 

they can’t read” (personal communication, March 21, 2016). Similarly, Core Teacher B 

stated that her students were provided differentiated contracts; her intervention students 

worked on the same skills as all students, though “they are at different levels or reading 

materials” (personal communication, March 21, 2016). While the core teacher at School C 

tried to focus on teaching fifth-grade core content, students in her class who receive 

interventions are pulled from her class to work on, as the intervention teacher put it, “certain 

subskills – accuracy, fluency, things like that” (personal communication, March 22, 2016). 

The goal and aim of the teachers at Schools B and C was to help the student experience 

success in reading at their current reading level, even if it was below grade level. In the 

interviews, these teachers stressed the importance of providing differentiated materials to 

their students, meeting the students at their current instructional level, and continuing to 

focus on closing the gaps of foundational skills. 
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On the other hand, teachers at the schools demonstrating higher growth were very 

emphatic of the value in ensuring that all students, including struggling readers, had 

opportunities to interact with grade-level texts. These teachers very quickly and excitedly 

expressed that they felt the growth their students demonstrated was because they had worked 

all year with grade-level texts. Even though these students were reading below grade level, 

the teachers knew they would take the fifth-grade EOG at the end of the school year—not an 

EOG for the grade level at which they were currently reading. This did not mean they did not 

have the students work on foundational skills. However, though they delivered differentiated 

support for these students, and even sometimes differentiated activities, they held a strong 

belief in giving their students lots of opportunities to interact with grade-level texts, not just 

texts at their instructional level. As the core teacher at School A shared: 

So, like, depending on what we were doing, a lot of times...instead of putting them in 

their level text, thinking a lot of research has not really proven that when they're always 

in their level text they’re not making the growth…I feel like that's been a big thing over 

the years that I’ve not—I’ve kind of done differently than other people 

have…Independently, they're reading on their level. But when we're working in the 

classroom and I'm instructing you, it is pushing them to whatever grade-level text is, 

even though they may be reading below grade level. If I'm instructing them or the 

interventionist is instructing them, they're working on grade-level text and, again, 

throughout the year, we work on scaffolding that. I would think that's one of the things 

that's kind of rolled through the years that I do, that I didn't realize was different than 

other people do. (personal communication, March 16, 2016) 
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This same emphasis on using grade-level text was echoed by the core teacher at School D, 

which also demonstrated high growth. Core Teacher D also specifically pinpointed the 

importance of differentiating the support provided for grade-level reading, rather than 

varying the text itself: 

They're not going to get anything differentiated. If I'm doing the skill in the classroom, 

she will do the same skill in her group. It will be on a fifth-grade-level text…I think 

you've got to keep the expectations high for them and push them and make them a little 

uncomfortable…I think all students can meet those benchmarks if you push them. I 

don't believe in leveling sometimes, but I think they just need to see the actual text. 

From there, you can base your instruction on their needs. I feel strongly about it…it's 

in the support…it's in our instruction that we differentiate. (personal communication, 

March 24, 2016) 

In contrast to the two lower-growth schools, both the core and intervention teachers at the 

two high-growth schools focused heavily on providing their intervention students 

opportunities to interact with grade-level texts. Their focus on differentiation did not come as 

much from providing less rigorous reading materials at the students’ instructional reading 

level, but instead focused on delivering the necessary supports for these students to access 

meaning out of grade-level texts. 

Collaboration vs. meeting together. The intervention teachers and core teachers at 

both the high- and low-growth schools all had collegial relationships, yet they worked 

together very differently. As the teachers discussed their work for students, it became evident 

that the teachers at the two schools with higher growth worked in a largely collaborative, 
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data-driven manner. On the other hand, the teachers at the two lower-growth schools met in 

regularly scheduled meetings, but focused more on sharing of information than collaborative 

planning; it seemed from the interviews that these teachers often met to “touch base” about 

student data but, unlike the teachers from the high growth schools, did not do any deep 

planning together regarding instructional materials, lesson plans, or assessments. 

In the schools where students demonstrated high growth, the intervention and core 

teachers planned lessons and assessments together, and frequently reviewed data together. As 

these teachers discussed their respective roles, they frequently referred to how they 

communicated in both informal settings and formal structures like professional learning 

teams. The intervention teacher at School A pointed to their collaborative environment as a 

key to their success, remarking, “I think the big thing is we're all on the same page. We're 

constantly talking to the teachers, whether it's a formal collaboration meeting or not. The 

teachers know we are here to talk to them at any point, that we can help them...even if it’s a 

kid that we don’t necessarily teach” (personal communication, March 16, 2016). This highly 

collaborative environment was also reiterated by School A’s core teacher as an important to 

the mission of growing their students. These teachers noted that collaboration with each other 

helped them highly align instruction for their students, as well as give struggling students 

multiple opportunities to hear the same message. The teachers at School D, in particular, 

pointed to such a high degree of alignment as they shared their practice of simultaneously 

working on the same skills with students, which was only possible through a high degree of 

collaboration. 
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At both of the higher-growth schools, School A and School D, the majority of 

intervention services were provided in the core classroom. The core and intervention teachers 

at these schools discussed that this allowed them to better align support for their students, 

since they were working together to provide a true “double-dip” of instruction on key 

curriculum standards. It also helped them to be consistent in how they were messaging 

lessons to the students. The teachers at this school also noted that, to be effective, push-in 

support requires a high degree of collaboration among the teachers. The intervention teacher 

at School D said that her instruction “correlates with what the teacher is teaching…I teach 

whatever the standard the teacher is teaching” (personal communication, March 24, 2016). 

In contrast to the high-growth schools, the teachers at the lower-growth Schools B 

and C did not exhibit the same enthusiasm for or degree of planning together. Though they 

met regularly, their meetings consisted more of sharing data and information about student 

progress, rather than planning instruction or assessments together. Another difference from 

the high-growth schools is that intervention instruction was delivered primarily in a pull-out 

manner at both low-growth schools, with the main focus being on increasing students’ 

foundational skills in reading rather than aligning their intervention instruction with that of 

the core instruction. 

In School B, the intervention teacher relied exclusively on a pull-out model. She 

completed all of the reading assessments to determine which students needed support in 

foundational skills, and then pulled the students needing support into a separate setting to 

work on these skills. Similarly, Core Teacher B collaborated with her grade-level teachers 

and planned common assessments for her fifth-grade students, but she did not discuss or 
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allude to any common planning with the intervention teacher. It seemed as if the grade-level 

teachers worked together, but the intervention teacher pulled the students to work with them 

in isolation from anything the core teacher was doing. 

At School C, the intervention teacher and core teacher had started the current school 

year in a co-teaching model, with the intervention teacher pushing into the classroom. This 

was new to both of them, and neither had co-taught during the two years for which the data 

used for this study had been collected. When the practice was discontinued after the first 

semester because the principal cited other needs to be addressed by the intervention teacher, 

the core teacher felt like it was a loss to her students, as students had demonstrated better 

performance than last year on some of the assessments. The core teacher lamented that this 

left her as the only fifth-grade ELA teacher, and she had no one with which to plan core 

instruction. When I asked the Intervention Teacher C if she collaborated with the core 

teacher, she replied, “No, we do have some conversations…we don’t necessarily have a time 

to work together regularly, but we will touch base often” (personal communication, March 

22, 2016). 

To the teachers from high-growth schools who were interviewed in this study, 

collaboration was a very high priority. While the teachers at all four schools used the word 

“collaboration,” their descriptions of what that actually looked like was very different. The 

teachers at the low-growth schools would meet to share data and information on a regular 

basis, but their description was much more of a time to “touch base” than the richer, deeper 

discussions about instructional practices and alignment that took place in the high-growth 

schools—that is, the high-growth schools didn’t just “touch base” on a regular basis, they 
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planned their lessons to align to the same standards at the same time. Even when working 

with students in the same room, but at another table interacting with a different text or 

completing a different activity, their instruction was aligned with the core teacher’s lesson. 

These students truly had opportunities to get a “double-dip” of similar instruction, not 

instruction on something different. One of the other areas in which collaboration was 

described very differently was in the area of data use. 

Use of data to drive instructional decisions. As with collaboration, the teachers at 

all four schools talked about using data, yet shared quite varied descriptions about what that 

looked like in their schools. They all relied on data to make decisions about which students to 

provide interventions, as well as what specific focus the intervention instruction should take. 

All four schools also relied on data collected from some of the same assessments to identify 

student needs and monitor their progress. The big differences, however, in how data were 

used was seen in two areas. First, while the teachers at the higher-growth schools relied on 

multiple data sources, those at the lower-growth schools relied primarily only on the 

mCLASS tool to identify students missing foundational skills, and focused their support in 

the area of the needed skill. Secondly, the core teachers at the lower-growth schools 

demonstrated a real lack of understanding of the data used to identify and support the 

intervention students. 

The minute I met the intervention teachers at Schools A and D, the high-growth 

schools, it was obvious they were data-driven. Each brought notebooks full of data to the 

meeting, and they frequently referred to using multiple data sources to make decisions about 

instruction. It was also obvious they were familiar with these data, as they could cite how 
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their students were performing on multiple measures easily and comfortably, often without 

referring to their notes. They referenced various data sources used to identify which students 

needed support, and discussed digging deeper with assessments used to identify specific 

needs for students. They shared how they met regularly with core teachers as well as other 

support staff like ESL or Special Education teachers, to discuss which student needed what 

types of supports. These teachers also described how they frequently moved students in and 

out of groups based on what the data reveal. As the intervention teacher at School A noted, 

the core teachers responded to these data as well; she said. “Our school's really good about 

making changes to core instruction. Like just with our last quarterly, we made a bunch of 

mid-course corrections” (personal communication, March 16, 2016). This frequent review of 

multiple data sources was used at these schools to make instructional decisions. 

The intervention teachers at the lower-growth Schools B and C stated they relied 

primarily on the DIBELS data housed in mCLASS to identify students needing intervention 

support. They also used this tool to monitor student progress at mid-year, and would make 

adjustments as needed. What I found even more interesting was that the core teachers at these 

schools were very unaware of the data used to determine who received intervention services 

in the first place. The core teacher at School B believed there was some “magical 

formula…used to determine what number they’re receiving instruction and what they needed 

to improve at” (personal communication, March 21, 2016). This was also echoed by the core 

teacher at School C; when asked about the data used to select students for intervention, she 

said, “How they are put in, I’m not aware of” (personal communication, March 22, 2016). 

This was very different from Schools A and D, where core classroom teachers contributed 
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heavily to the discussions of who was to be supported by intervention services and what 

interventions were to be used. 

Strong emphasis on vocabulary or word work. At both of the higher-growth 

schools, the intervention and core teachers maintained the importance of supporting students’ 

vocabulary acquisition in order to deliver good intervention instruction. They discussed 

things like helping students understand multiple meanings of words, pre-loading students 

with key vocabulary words before sharing reading passages with them, and emphasizing 

students completing “word work” as a part of center activities. While this was not a large part 

of their discussion, it was emphasized by the core and intervention teachers at both of the two 

higher-growth schools, which stood out. Even more, there was no discussion of the 

importance of building vocabulary by either the core or intervention teachers at the schools 

with the lower growth. This omission of the importance of vocabulary work by the two-lower 

growth schools was astounding. 

High degree of principal monitoring. Finally, there were some noteworthy 

differences in principal leadership at each of these four schools, although to some extent they 

were not as stark as some of the other differences previously discussed. At School A, the 

school with the highest growth, the principal demonstrated the greatest level of hands-on 

management. She focused on literacy instruction with her core teachers, beginning right 

away with the interview process, telling applicants, “This is how we do reading here. Are you 

versed in this or willing to be trained in this?” (personal communication, March 16, 2016). 

She made it a priority for the school to hire a literacy coach, and adjusted her budget to 

ensure she could make that happen; noting why it was important to her, she said, “You can 



 

 

 

150 

intervene in the classroom and get the instructional practices and work on the core…I’m a 

firm believer in that” (personal communication, March 16, 2016). Principal A also provided 

her reading teachers with a template on how she expects literacy instruction to look across 

her school. She then, in her words, “monitors the heck out of it” (personal communication, 

March 16, 2016) to ensure teachers are aligning their instruction to the expectations. 

In addition to a strong focus on core instruction, Principal A worked closely with 

intervention teachers. She participated heavily in data discussions and meetings about 

instruction, including how to most effectively group and regroup students. Her master 

schedule allowed for long blocks of uninterrupted time for ELA instruction. In fact, of the 

four schools observed during this research, Principal A was the most hands-on with her staff 

in terms of reading instruction, and she also focused the most heavily on the core ELA 

instruction through hiring teachers and a literacy coach, providing structures for lessons, and 

then monitoring to ensure fidelity to her expectations. 

Like School A, School D had intervention students who demonstrated high individual 

growth, but here the principal was not as involved in ELA instruction, although he was far 

from detached. Both the core and intervention teachers at School D noted the principal’s 

support as a key element in helping them be successful. This principal was an early adopter 

of the mCLASS tool, and he also used other technology tools to monitor student growth. He 

shared reading materials with teachers to aid their professional development around quality 

literacy instruction. He also worked to secure additional personnel to provide students with 

support for literacy instruction. Moreover, in the interviews he was able to discuss his 

expectations for working with teachers, as well as how his teachers aligned their instruction. 
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At School B, one of the lower-growth schools, the principal demonstrated similar 

involvement. She had not been at the school for long at the time of the study, but she was 

working to move the school toward more of a co-teaching and less pull-out model. This 

included rearranging the master schedule so that intervention times did not interfere with 

core instruction. She also shared data charts she had created to monitor student progress, and 

met regularly with teachers in the room where the charts were posted in order to help them 

stay focused on their students. However, while she was definitely involved, she was not as 

hands-on as Principal A, and instead admitted relying heavily on her “experts” in reading 

instruction to provide direction to her teachers. “We have experts here, and I think it’s 

important as an administrator to figure out who those experts are and who is making progress 

with kids, and try to replicate that” (personal communication, March 21, 2016). While she 

did place a priority on ensuring students did not miss core instruction, and though she got 

involved in data discussions with her teachers, at the same time, she relied largely on the 

expert reading teachers in her building to provide quality literacy instruction. 

The principal at School C demonstrated the least amount of direct involvement in the 

literacy instruction, but was not entirely detached. The teachers acknowledged that he 

provided them with books on literacy instruction and discussed instructional practices with 

them. He also worked to provide a “team time” in the master schedule that allowed for 

intervention and strategy groups to meet for support. However, instead of setting strong 

direction for his teachers regarding core instruction, he deferred a great deal to his 

intervention teacher. For example, while the fifth-grade core teacher wanted to continue with 

the co-teaching model in their classroom, the intervention teacher did not, and Principal C 
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conceded. He shared, “Honestly, it wasn’t me making the decision. I have expressed 

concerns recently, because I really didn’t want it to happen. I really wanted to keep her in the 

room, but she was feeling like she wasn’t being effective” (personal communication, March 

22 2016). 

While none of the four were completely detached from the instructional decisions for 

the fifth-grade intervention students , there was a clear distinction between these principals’ 

level of engagement. The principal at School A was very hands-on, had a very clear picture 

of what she expected from core and intervention instruction, and very closely monitored it. 

Principal D was very focused on getting appropriate resources and tools for his teachers, 

including personnel and time in the schedule, and was cited by his teachers as a key part of 

their success. At School B, the principal was involved in key data discussions and also tried 

to focus on scheduling that protected core instruction, although her goal of having more co-

teaching had not yet been implemented in much of the school (including fifth grade). By 

comparison, Principal C was the least hands-on, and while he focused on some scheduling 

items, he deferred a great deal to his intervention teachers about instructional decisions. 

Summary of contrasting instructional practices. Very different pictures emerged 

regarding instructional practices and beliefs between the high- and low-growth schools. In 

the higher-growth schools, there was a great deal of emphasis placed on letting intervention 

students interact with grade-level texts rather than always using texts at their current 

instructional level. Simply put, these teachers described how they provide differentiated 

support rather than differentiated materials. The core and intervention teachers at these 

schools also collaborated on instructional practices to deliver lessons that better aligned with 
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student needs and core instruction, instead of providing separate instruction solely on 

foundational skills. It is furthermore important to note that these teachers did not fail to 

provide any support in foundational skills, but the support was much richer and aligned to 

core instruction than in the two lower-growth schools. In addition, the bulk of intervention 

provided was through a push-in rather than pull-out service delivery. 

Core and intervention teachers at the high-growth schools used multiple data points to 

drive instructional decisions, including for intervention. Core and intervention teachers met 

frequently to adjust student groups, and even core instruction, based on the data. The teachers 

at the higher-growth schools also placed a premium on vocabulary development as a means 

to help students successfully access grade-level texts. 

Finally, the principals at the high-growth schools demonstrated a somewhat more 

hands-on approach than those at the lower-growth schools. They had a clear direction for 

their teachers, and worked to secure the resources teachers needed, including personnel, time, 

and materials. They were also heavily involved in the data discussions with teachers. 

The Role of Expectations for Students 

In addition to the differences in instructional practices, one other notable theme that 

emerged from the interviews was a sense of expectations the teachers and administrators set 

for students. In the schools where students made the most individual growth, both teachers 

and administrators shared their expectations that students could be successful with the grade-

level standards, although additional support may be needed. As the intervention teacher at 

School D noted, “I think you've got to keep the expectations high for them, and push them, 

and make them a little uncomfortable. I think all students – I really do agree – I think all 
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students can meet those benchmarks if you push them” (personal communication, March 24, 

2016). This expectation for success was also held by the core and intervention teachers at 

School A, as made clear by not only by their verbal expressions, but also by the assignments 

and materials provided to students in their classes. 

On the other hand, the teachers at the two lower-growth schools shared their 

expectations in unspoken terms. The fact that their intervention students were provided 

materials that were, in some cases, two years or more below grade level, suggested that they 

did not expect their students could handle grade-level assignments—though this did not 

necessarily mean they did not believe their students could be successful at reading overall. 

Still, these teachers’ discussions were highly focused on what the kids could not do, such as 

mastering the foundational skills, and much of their attention was directed at filling those 

gaps instead of growing the students’ grade-level skills. As the intervention teacher at School 

C stated: 

We've got the strategies for fluency, but putting it all together for comprehension, that's 

a little bit more challenging. I do feel like we could see the growth in mCLASS. We 

can see those numbers of red shrinking. We can see those composite scores, and that's 

a great way to see it. I don't see as much growth in the TRCs. Now that we have them 

K through 5, we can really look at that. (personal communication, March 22, 2016) 

Table 5 delineates the themes that emerged between the higher- and lower-growth schools 

during the structured interview process. 
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Table 5: Emergent Themes from Structured Interviews 

 

Theme 
School A  

(High Growth) 
School B  

(Low Growth) 
School C  

(Low Growth) 
School D  

(High Growth) 

Differentiation 
Practices 

High use of grade-level 
texts with differentiated 
support 

Use of differentiated texts at 
students' instructional level 

Use of differentiated texts 
at students' instructional 
level 

High use of grade-level 
texts with differentiated 
support 

 

“I might use the same 
piece of text with every 
group, because it’s a 
quality piece of text, but 
then what I do with it is 
different.” 

"Their contracts may look a 
lot like their neighbor's, and 
they may have the same 
skills, but they're maybe at 
different levels or with 
different reading materials, 
and maybe a different 
Lexile." 

"Certain subskills, 
accuracy, fluency, things 
like that. In terms of overall 
reading, like that growth in 
TRCs, I think that’s place 
we still have some work to 
do…Now we have to work 
on putting it all together in 
terms of helping that whole 
reading package grow." 

"I don't believe in 
leveling...I think they just 
need to see the actual 
text…It's in the 
support…It's in our 
instruction that we 
differentiate." 

Alignment of Support 
High degree of alignment 
to core instruction –  
primarily in the classroom 

Students removed from 
classroom for work on 
foundational skills 

Students removed from 
classroom for work on 
foundational skills 

High degree of alignment 
to core instruction – 
exclusively in the 
classroom 

 

"I think the big thing is 
we're all on the same 
page. We're constantly 
talking to the teachers, 
whether it's a formal 
collaboration meeting or 
not. The teachers know we 
are here to talk to them at 
any point, that we can help 
them." 

Provides services in a 
“separate setting…that it’s a 
little more quiet [sic], and 
they can focus better 
sometimes.” This support 
targets “fluency, 
comprehension, and 
decoding.” 

"We do have some 
conversations, and I do 
have a time where I'll go 
into her class 
sometimes...It just depends 
on what time of year, if it's 
an mCLASS window or 
how things can work. We 
don't necessarily have a 
time that we work together 
regularly, but we will touch 
base often." 

"What I do in my guided 
reading groups, with my 
groups, with my students, 
is address the deficits that 
had been revealed due to 
mClass, and do strategy 
teaching based on Case 21 
results. I also teach the 
same thing or concept that 
the classroom teacher is 
teaching." 

Use of Data to 
Identify Students and 
Monitor Support 

Multiple sources frequently 
used to re-group students 

Multiple sources reviewed, 
mCLASS primarily used for 
intervention 

Multiple sources reviewed, 
mCLASS primarily used for 
intervention 

Multiple sources frequently 
used to re-group students 

 

"I have conversations with 
them each quarter. Who the 
ones that can move out? 
Who can we move in? 
They, within themselves, 
regroup, and share the 
kids… They move them into 
the groups." 

"When I became an 
interventionist, I decided it's 
like going to a physician to 
have a child come to you 
and really just do a battery 
of assessments with that 
child to find out where the 
deficits are. I felt like that's 
really where my strength 
was, to go to the most 
foundational level and start 
with the most foundational 
level, especially with those 
struggling readers. 

"We use their composite 
scores from mClass, as 
well as taking a look at 
their TRC's, because we 
do their TRC's in fifth grade 
here now. Also, teacher 
input, but we kind of 
narrow it down with the 
composite scores and then 
get some teacher input as 
to who would benefit 
most." 

"We really work hard to 
triangulate data and not 
predominantly depend on 
mClass. However, we know 
that with the red composite, 
that weighs heavily on 
determining those students 
that need to be having 
intensive instruction. We 
look at the mClass, we look 
at previous EOG scores, 
we look at the fact that the 
child has already been 
served in intervention 
services, and we use 
classroom teacher input 
also. " 
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Table 5 Continued 

 

Theme 
School A  

(High Growth) 
School B  

(Low Growth) 
School C  

(Low Growth) 
School D  

(High Growth) 

Emphasis on 
Vocabulary 

High emphasis 
No mention during 
interviews 

No mention during 
interviews 

High emphasis 

 

“I’ve noticed, especially 
here, that the vocabulary 
was a huge deal because a 
lot of them [students] lack 
experiences where you 
gain more vocabulary.”  

N/A N/A 

“Especially for our student 
population, words that you 
and I assume these 
children know they do not. 
We really have to build 
background, build their 
schema...I really focus a lot 
on vocabulary."  

Principal Monitoring High Moderate Low Moderate Moderate 

 

"Here's the resources in 
terms of for plans and for 
what your small groups are 
going to do and everything 
and then it's just monitoring 
the heck out of it." 

“We have experts here, and 
I think it’s important as an 
administrator to figure out 
who the experts are and 
who are making progress 
with the kids and try to 
replicate that.”  

"Honestly it wasn't me 
making the decision. I have 
expressed concerns 
recently because it wasn't 
what I wanted to happen. I 
really wanted to keep her 
in the room but she was 
feeling like she wasn't 
being as effective." 

"This book about 
intervention that Mr. 
[Principal] encouraged 
those of us...to read. What I 
have learned is that...We've 
come to the realization that 
the inclusion kids are not 
going to get a different test 
from everybody else. What 
they're going to read is 
what all fifth graders are 
going to read, and that's our 
approach in the classroom 
with them. 

Expectations for 
Student Success 

High Moderate Low High 

 

"Looking at fifth grade… 
They know their kids, they 
have exceptionally high 
expectations for them." 

"They also are grouped 
according to their abilities, 
and I use mClass data as 
well as other teacher-
made, team-made 
assessments to determine 
their levels…they have 
differentiated contracts." 

"We know that there's a 
need, we know there's a 
deficit and a huge gap with 
their learning, so she 
usually pulls them if they 
don't. But it's the ones that 
just consistently, year after 
year, make no progress 
towards making proficiency 
or even being at grade 
level." 

"I think you've got to keep 
the expectations high for 
them, and push them, and 
make them a little 
uncomfortable. I think all 
students, I really do agree, I 
think all students can meet 
those benchmarks if you 
push them." 

 

 

 

Chapter Summary 

This case study reviewed the individual growth data for fifth-grade students receiving 

interventions in reading at several Title I schools in the Wake County Public Schools System 

(WCPSS). The data are not published, but were provided to me upon request by the WCPSS 

Data and Accountability Department. Data were used to identify schools that had a high 
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percentage of fifth-grade students receiving intervention instruction who had exceeded 

individual growth expectations for two consecutive years. Additionally, data identified 

schools that had a high percentage of students not meeting individual growth expectations for 

two consecutive years. Results of the current study revealed that the growth measures for 

core instruction at each of these schools mirrored the growth results of the students receiving 

interventions in reading. 

After identifying these schools, I requested permission to interview staff at two of the 

schools with higher growth and two schools with lower growth. I asked to conduct structured 

interviews with a fifth-grade core teacher, an intervention teacher, and the school’s principal 

to obtain their perception for their students’ performance on these growth measures. These 

interviews revealed that, at the schools with higher growth metrics, there was a premium 

placed on providing intervention students with grade-level texts; a high degree of 

collaboration and alignment among core and intervention teachers; use of multiple data 

sources to drive decisions about grouping students and designing instruction; a focus on 

student vocabulary acquisition; and a high degree of principal leadership around instructional 

practices and support. 

The next and final chapter includes a discussion of these findings and some 

conclusions drawn. Implications for practice and considerations for additional research are 

also discussed. 
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION 

The purpose of the current case study was to identify instructional practices that are 

effective at growing students toward proficiency in reading. Unlike previous studies that 

have relied on measuring student progress by proficiency cut-off scores, this study reviewed 

the EVAAS predicted percentile compared to the students’ actual percentile as a measure for 

individual student growth for fifth-grade students who had received intervention instruction 

in reading at Title I schools in the Wake County Public Schools System (WCPSS). The 

growth data, largely designed to assess teacher effectiveness, measure the growth students 

make compared to previous tests, and is independent of student proficiency scores (Amrein-

Beardsley & Collins, 2012; Costello et al., 2008; NC DPI, 2013). In other words, a student 

who is proficient could not meet, meet, or exceed growth targets, just as could a student who 

does not meet proficiency. Since students receiving intervention support usually do not meet 

proficiency, however, I hoped to identify where these students were (and were not) making 

growth toward proficiency over time. The current study was also conducted to gain an 

understanding of the perceptions of classroom teachers, intervention teachers, and principals 

(teacher evaluators) as to the reasons for the school’s student growth results. 

A review of the individual growth data for the fifth-grade WCPSS students receiving 

intervention revealed that some schools’ students had consistently exceeded growth standards 

for two years, and that some had a large percentage of their students not meet growth 

standards for both of those years. I conducted structured interviews of core classroom 

teachers, intervention teachers, and principals at two schools identified with a large 

percentage of students exceeding individual growth, and at two where a large percentage did 
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not meet individual growth goals. In doing so, I uncovered some instructional and leadership 

practices that were implemented very differently at these schools. 

This study is significant to many different groups and in several areas. First of all, 

students stand to benefit as effective instructional practices are uncovered, shared, and 

implemented in classrooms to grow struggling readers into more proficient readers. Reading 

proficiency is a necessary skill to thrive in the twenty-first century educational and work 

environments (ACT, Inc., 2013; Baydar et al., 1993; Blaunstein & Lyon, 2006; Singh, 2013). 

Understanding instructional practices that are effective in producing high growth results is 

also important to teachers and school administrators, as more and more of their evaluations 

are tied to growth measures such as the SAS EVAAS value-added model (Amrein-Beardsley 

& Collins, 2012; Berliner, 2014; NC DPI, 2013; Stuit et al., 2014). District administrators, 

such as Title I administrators, literacy specialists, and intervention leaders, can also use 

information from this study to make good decisions about how to apply increasingly limited 

resources to effectively support their students. 

In addition to the significance to students, teachers, school- and district-level 

administrators, this study’s value lies in the fact that there is little quantitative or qualitative 

research on the effectiveness of instructional practices or Title I support on helping students 

meet growth targets. All of the studies regarding the effectiveness of support provided to 

students in reading through the Title I program focused on measuring student progress based 

on proficiency scores, not growth scores (Center on Education Policy, 2011; McDill & 

Natriello, 1998; Stullich et al., 2007; Vinovskis, 1999). Moreover, most of the research found 

on the growth or value-added measures, such as the SAS EVAAS model, was centered on 
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measuring teacher effectiveness as one of the primary purposes of the instrument (Amrein-

Beardsley & Collins, 2012; Austin et al., 2014; Berliner, 2014; Sanders & Horn, 1994). This 

study was designed to fill in this gap by taking a look at how intervention supports provided 

at Title I schools affected student growth scores, regardless of the impact on student 

proficiency scores. That is, even if students are not meeting proficiency targets, it is 

important to know if they are making gains toward proficiency, or still continuing to fall 

further behind their peers. 

This chapter details the instructional and leadership practices uncovered at the higher-

growth schools, and how these differ from those found at the lower-growth schools. It begins 

with a summary and brief discussion of findings from the study. Next follows a discussion of 

the implications for the practice of educational professionals, including classroom teachers, 

intervention teachers, school-based administrators, and central office administrators. 

Implications for policy are also considered. Before concluding, the limitations of this study 

and recommendations for future research are presented. 

Study Findings 

As the previous chapter detailed, teachers and administrators at the two schools with 

higher fifth-grade individual student growth scores used similar practices that they believed 

were important to the success of their students. These practices differed from those in place 

at the two schools that had lower individual growth scores. This section briefly reviews and 

discusses these findings, beginning with a look at the growth data for both core and 

intervention students at these schools. Next is a comparison and contrast of the practices of 
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the teachers between the lower- and higher-growth schools, followed by a brief examination 

of the differences in leadership provided by the four school principals. Finally, the section 

concludes with a summary of these findings and their implications. 

Growth Data for Intervention Students Compared to all Students 

Once Title I schools in the Wake County Public School System (WCPSS) with high 

and low growth for intervention students had been identified, I accessed the school district 

reports for EVAAS scores. These reports detailed the progress of students’ overall student 

growth score by grade level, in math (fourth and fifth grades), reading (third, fourth, and fifth 

grades), and science (fifth grade). The ratings earned could include the designation of: not 

met growth, met growth, or exceeded growth. In addition to these designations for each of the 

past three school years, the last two of which included the 2013-2014 and 2014-2015 school 

years used in the current study, the district report assigned an overall three-year rating to 

every grade level at each school. 

A review of the data revealed that the schools identified as making higher growth 

with fifth-grade intervention students also had high growth for all their fifth-grade students. 

Conversely, the schools that had a high percentage of intervention students not meeting 

growth targets received three-year average ratings of also not meeting growth. In discussions 

with the fifth-grade core teachers at each of the schools in the study, they shared their 

strategies for supporting their core and intervention students. As summarized below, the 

instructional practices that were effective at helping all students succeed likewise helped to 

support the students receiving interventions. In fact, it appeared that much of the gains of the 

intervention students can be attributed to strong core instruction along with intervention 
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instruction that strengthens and supports core instruction, as opposed to something being 

done differently in an intervention setting. 

High-Growth Instructional Strategies for Teachers 

The power in capturing effective instructional strategies is manifold. As this section 

details, such strategies are not contingent upon purchasing any particular program. Instead, 

they can be replicated and implemented at other schools rather easily, and have proven to be 

effective with students receiving both core and intervention instruction. Some of the 

strategies may require breaking old habits or changing practices that teachers may have been 

using for some time, or the school’s master schedule may need to be adjusted to aptly support 

them—but none are out of reach for implementation in the average school setting. These key 

practices are: differentiating support while giving students access to grade-level texts; 

aligning intervention support highly with core instruction; focusing on vocabulary 

instruction; and frequently using data to inform instructional decisions. The underlying key 

to supporting individual student growth, then, was the implementation of these highly 

aligned, effective instructional practices that support students in their ability to make 

meaning out of grade-level texts, the same manner in which they are measured on growth 

assessments. 

Differentiated support to access grade-level texts. At both of the higher-growth 

schools in the study, the core and intervention teachers held the strong conviction that their 

students should have opportunities to interact with grade-level texts. As the core teacher at 

School D shared: 
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We've come to the realization that…kids are not going to get a different test from 

everybody else. What they're going to read is what all fifth graders are going to read, 

and that's our approach in the classroom with them…They're not going to get anything 

differentiated. If I'm doing the skill in the classroom, she will do the same skill in her 

group. It will be on a fifth-grade-level text, but she has a wonderful way of taking that 

text and breaking it down so those kids will understand it, because that's what they're 

going to see on the End-of-Grade [test]. (personal communication, March 24, 2016) 

Thus, the differentiation was provided in the support, not the text itself, and both of the high-

growth schools’ teachers concurred on this point. While there may be some opportunities for 

students to read texts at their instructional level, a concerted effort was made to allow them to 

consistently interact with grade-level texts, no matter their reading level. 

At the schools with lower growth, however, the opposite was largely the case. The 

teachers in these schools tended to focus on differentiating the reading materials for students 

receiving interventions. Speaking of the intervention students in her classroom, the core 

teacher at School B said, “Their contracts may look a lot like their neighbor’s, and they may 

have the same skills, but they’re maybe at different levels or with different reading materials, 

and maybe a different Lexile” (personal communication, March 21, 2016). In other words, 

students in her classroom read books at their instructional level instead of being challenged 

with grade-level texts. Additionally, at School B, the intervention teacher pulled the students 

out of the classroom to work primarily on closing gaps in foundational or fluency skills 

rather than gaining skills at their grade level. Thus, findings indicated that the low-growth 
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schools were not as focused on helping students use grade-level texts or access grade-level 

skills as were the intervention teachers at Schools A and D. 

While both the lower-growth schools focused their intervention work primarily on 

fluency and foundational skills in a pull-out setting, such was not the case for the higher-

growth schools. In School D, fifth-grade intervention support was exclusively offered as a 

push-in model, with the intervention teacher providing the support to her students in the 

classroom. At the other higher-growth school, push-in intervention support was used often, 

though some support was provided in a pull-out model as well. The core teacher at School A 

felt that providing the intervention support in the regular classroom was important, stating, 

“For two years, we have pushed in…and I’ve loved that because [of]…the integration piece. 

I could pick the resources they were using. I felt like it was way more beneficial” (personal 

communication, March 16, 2016). 

Hearing these teachers speak about the ways they supported their intervention 

students revealed a stark difference between the low- and high-growth schools. Overall, 

much of the discussion at the low-growth schools was focused on pulling students out of the 

classroom to provide support in foundational reading and fluency skills. These teachers 

seemed to feel that doing so was the most valuable thing they could do to help their students 

read better. Such a belief is rooted in the Theory of Automaticity (LaBerge & Samuels, 1974) 

as well as Perfetti’s (1985) model of verbal processing proficiency. According to these 

models, students who can decode fluently are able to devote more energy and effort to 

actually comprehending what they have read. Moreover, many studies have supported the 

notion that fluent readers are more likely to perform better on standardized tests (Ardoin & 
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Christ, 2008; Fuchs et al., 2001; Pikulski & Chard, 2005; Pinnel et al., 1995; Stage & 

Jacobsen, 2001). Other studies, however, have noted that this is less true for some learners, 

especially English Language Learners (ELL) and students in the upper elementary grades 

Basabara et al., 2013; Jeon, 2012; Quirk & Beem, 2012). 

While the teachers at the lower-growth schools largely worked on closing gaps in 

foundational skills, the core and intervention teachers at the high-growth schools emphasized 

the value of supporting students in the same way they were assessed on standardized tests. 

They focused on helping students get meaning out of, or comprehend, texts that were at the 

fifth-grade level—the same complexity at which they would be assessed by answering 

comprehension questions on the EOG tests. This was made possible by the high degree of 

collaboration between the core and intervention teachers at these schools, as well as the way 

they aligned their classwork and support—intervention instruction was aligned to core 

instruction at both of the higher-growth schools. This was in contrast to the lower-growth 

schools, as the teachers did meet often to “touch base,” but not to plan at a deep level nor to 

align their support. The core teacher and intervention teacher at Schools A and D both 

discussed how they collaborated frequently to deliver aligned instruction to their students. 

At the lower-growth schools, the teachers used the word “collaboration” as well, but 

their idea of it sounded very different. At School B, the intervention teachers touched base 

often and shared data at meetings, yet never described lesson planning, assessing, or making 

decisions about support with the core classroom teacher. Her support was provided outside 

the regular classroom, and focused on foundational and fluency skills instead of fifth-grade 

standards. She shared, “I see fifth graders 30 minutes a day for five days a week, and we 
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target fluency, comprehension, and decoding” (personal communication, March 21, 2016). 

However, she did not discuss planning with the core teacher, nor aligning support with the 

fifth-grade curriculum. The responses of the core and intervention teacher at School B 

seemed to be from two teachers who taught entirely different curriculums with little overlap 

in content, and the low growth at this school may arguably be tied to such a lack of 

collaboration. Similarly, the collaboration at School C, the other low-growth school, was 

fairly non-existent. 

The intervention teachers at the lower-growth schools counted on students’ gains in 

fluency skills to help close gaps in reading proficiency, and this aligns with a prominent 

finding in the literature about how to best teach reading (Ardoin & Christ, 2008; Fuchs et al., 

2001; Pinnel et al., 1995). However, as Pikulski and Chard (2005) noted, “fluency in and of 

itself is not sufficient to ensure high levels of reading achievement…[yet] it is absolutely 

necessary…because it depends upon and typically reflects comprehension” (p. 517). 

However, based on standardized tests, such a focus on foundational skills did not close gaps 

for readers at Schools B and C, and in some instances, the gaps had grown even larger. 

Instead of closing the gaps between themselves and their peers, these students were falling 

farther behind in their ability to demonstrate reading comprehension. 

On the other hand, teachers’ focus on fifth-grade skills, as well as providing 

opportunities for students to interact with both instructional- and grade-level texts, helped 

students demonstrate higher individual growth scores on the EOG tests. This support, which 

is more closely aligned to fifth-grade standards, was more effective than a singular focus on 

increasing fluency as a means of intervention. Even more, as other research has noted, 



 

 

 

167 

fluency may be less effective as students move into upper grades where comprehension is 

measured on high-stakes standardized tests. Quirk and Beem (2012) maintained that 

comprehending complex tests requires that upper elementary-grade students have “more 

sophisticated vocabulary, background knowledge, and metacognitive skill” (p. 548). 

Focusing on vocabulary, which is discussed next, as well as the skills and standards fifth 

graders are expected to grasp creates a highly aligned instructional model that is more 

effective at supporting student growth on high-stakes, standardized tests. 

These contrasting pictures of instructional focus, as with the use of grade-level texts, 

revealed a stark difference in teacher approaches at the higher-growth versus the lower-

growth schools. Another very different picture was also painted by the teachers at these 

schools in the area of vocabulary instruction. 

Focus on vocabulary instruction. All four teachers interviewed at the two higher-

growth schools prioritized vocabulary instruction for their fifth-grade students, particularly 

for those receiving interventions. Conversely, at the lower-growth schools, none of the 

teachers identified vocabulary instruction as a high priority. Though vocabulary work may 

still be included in their instructional practices, it was not something they mentioned during 

the interviews or pointed to as part of their intervention or core instruction. 

When asked about the effective components of intervention instruction, the 

intervention teacher at the high-growth School A shared: 

In the upper grades, it’s more vocabulary. Whether it’s pre-introducing words that are 

going to be in the text they get to, or it’s words they’re going to use context clues to 
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figure out, you got to decide…Knowing your group, what is it that that they need? 

(personal communication, March 16, 2016) 

In response to the same question, the intervention teacher at School D used an anecdote to 

highlight her view of the importance of vocabulary in bolstering reading comprehension: 

We were reading a story – and this was with fourth grade recently – and we came across 

the word ranch. I had students who did not know what a ranch was, because this is new 

vocabulary for them. We were reading a story about something that was very fragile. 

They didn’t know what the word fragile meant. Of course, it’s going to be difficult to 

comprehend EOG passages if you don’t have the vocabulary. I really focus a lot on the 

vocabulary. (personal communication, March 24, 2016) 

Such a focus on vocabulary was not only a priority for the intervention teachers. As the core 

classroom teacher at School A shared, “I’ve noticed, especially here, we notice that the 

vocabulary was a huge deal because a lot of [students] lack experiences where you gain more 

vocabulary” (personal communication, March 16, 2016). Later in the interview, she returned 

to the importance of vocabulary instruction by saying, “I think it’s just a constant, what they 

need to work on, and I keep going back to that” (personal communication, March 16, 2016). 

While the teachers in the current study did not discount the importance of fluency, 

they did believe that, in order to be successful, students had to not only be able to read 

fluently, they also needed to be able to understand the vocabulary and make meaning from 

the text; that is, they must be more than mere “word callers” to read successfully (Quirk & 

Beem, 2012). More than just being able to read with fluency and automaticity, the teachers 

interviewed in this study knew that “reading comprehension also depends on the interaction 



 

 

 

169 

between the reader and the text” (Basaraba et al., 2013, p. 50-51). As teachers, then, they 

understood that it was their job to help students connect with the text in a multifaceted way. 

The importance of focusing on building students’ vocabulary and background 

knowledge was cited by Chenoweth and Theokas (2012) in their study of high-poverty, high-

performing schools. These researchers noted how a high-poverty school moved from being 

one of the lowest- to one of the highest-performing schools in the state of Mississippi. One of 

the school’s key focus areas was building student background knowledge and vocabulary 

through the use of field trips that aligned to the curriculum, which was deemed a key strategy 

in supporting student success on tests of reading ability. 

High use of data to inform instruction. The schools with lower individual growth 

tended to rely mainly on the DIBELS and fluency measures as the primary indicators to 

identify students needing intervention support. While they may have reviewed other data 

sources, the low-growth schools gave these measures priority not only for identifying 

students, but for measuring their progress as well. As the intervention teacher at School B 

shared: 

What I do with fifth grade…if the students are struggling, there’s a reason they’re 

struggling, and there are holes along the lines in some foundational way. I actually start 

very low with them, assessing. Even on phonemes, going down as far as that, and just 

figure out where the problem is and address it. And do progress monitoring on that 

particular deficit, wherever that may be, whether it’s putting sounds together, taking 

them apart. Of course, that’s decoding, and bring all that into the reading process. Then, 
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of course, is fluency and comprehension, and all of those things that go with that. 

(personal communication, March 21, 2016) 

This was echoed by the intervention teacher at School C as well, who stated, “We use their 

composite scores from mCLASS, as well as taking a look at their TRCs…Also teacher input, 

but we narrow it down with the composite [mCLASS] score” (personal communication, 

March 22, 2016). While this is a common practice, Pinnel et al. (1995) and Fuchs et al. 

(2001) noted that traditional fluency measures may not correctly identify students in need of 

reading intervention instruction to aid with text comprehension. Thus, at the schools where 

this is the primary or sole measure used to identify students needing intervention support, 

many that could use it may be missed. 

There was another interesting finding at the lower-growth schools regarding the way 

data was viewed and used. Classroom teachers knew very little about the data process used to 

select students for intervention support. Both of the core teachers at these schools talked 

about some “magical” data formula used to finalize the selection process, and neither 

understood how final decisions were made about which students would receive intervention. 

While core teachers may offer input and other data points may be considered, the data used 

to identify students needing support was somewhat fixed; thus, if a student did or did not 

meet the criteria, selection for intervention was determined and the process finalized. 

At Schools A and D, a much more robust review and discussion of data was used to 

identify students needing intervention support. At these higher-growth schools, both the 

intervention and core classroom teachers discussed which students needed what type of 

intervention. Intervention teachers and core teachers reported meeting frequently to review 
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data, move students in and out of groups, and target the support to students based on the 

specific data. They described how they review various assessments to identify student 

support needs, perhaps starting with the DIBELS assessments in mCLASS, but also looking 

at report card grades, previous EOG tests, benchmark tests, teacher made assessments, and 

teacher classroom observations to make the final determination of who and how to support. 

A strong focus on the use of data to plan instruction is one of the key attributes of 

high-achieving, high-poverty schools (Hagelskamp & DiStasi, 2012). At the higher-growth 

schools in the study, not only was a variety of data used to identify which students to support, 

but changes were also made in instruction based on the data. For example, in School A, the 

intervention teacher expressed how she met with some third-grade classroom teachers who 

had brought data to her about their students’ progress, or the lack of progress, to be more 

precise. This group of teachers then made wholesale changes in their core instruction, based 

on the data and collaboration with the intervention teacher. 

Likewise, in School D, the core teacher described in detail how they regrouped 

students across the grade level for additional support. They moved students in and out of 

groups based on data, to provide targeted intervention and enrichment to support growth. 

This focus on reviewing and using the data to drive instructional decisions was quite evident 

at the two higher-growth schools. 

Supporting students in the way which they are measured. In Chapter 1, I shared 

my concern after having viewed the performance data on various literacy assessments for the 

students at my school. On the formal, standardized, high-stakes tests that defined the gaps in 

achievement, students were assessed by having them make meaning out of text written with 
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grade-level vocabulary and text complexity. However, as we provided interventions during 

the year and reported the results to the Title I department, we used the measures focused on 

reading level and foundational skills. These assessments were short in duration and 

administered one-on-one or in small groups, and students had multiple opportunities to take 

them—very different assessments from the standardized tests that first defined the gap, 

though we did not realize this was a problem at the time. Then, at the end of the school year, 

we gave students another standardized test and expected them to do better since they had 

done so well on the tests used to check for growth—and we were disappointed that we did 

not see the same results. 

However, for the schools demonstrating higher growth, support was provided in a 

manner much more aligned with the way that students were assessed. Support for improving 

fluency was not ignored, yet there was a greater focus on helping students make meaning out 

of the text. Teachers regularly gave students the opportunity to work with texts that had 

grade-level vocabulary and text complexity, as filling in gaps for missing grade-level 

vocabulary was a high priority. Conversely, intervention teachers at the schools where 

students made the lower growth on the EOG tests continued to pull intervention students out 

of the classroom, and focused on filling in gaps in foundational skills rather than helping 

them learn how to comprehend grade-level text and vocabulary. 

Effective Strategies for Administrators 

The main purpose of this study’s interviews was to identify practices taking place in 

the classroom that supported students receiving interventions. Interviews with the school’s 

principals were intended to help me gain an understanding of how they perceived their 
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teachers’ instructional practices. Interestingly, though, the interview process uncovered some 

key differences in the leadership practices implemented at the four schools. While these 

practices may not have been as clear-cut as the instructional practices they shared, the 

differences were nonetheless very clear. The next section compares and contrasts the 

practices of the school administrators at each of these four schools. 

All four of the principals expressed a desire for their school’s students to succeed. 

Each referenced data in their discussions that showed that they knew, in some detail, how the 

students in their school were performing. Displaying further concurrence, all of the principals 

referred to the importance of teachers staying current with professional development, even 

directing teachers toward resources to read and consider. This was also consistent with what 

the teachers shared, as all of them made references to receiving support from their principals 

designed to help them be more effective teachers. 

There were, however, some very key differences. At School A, with the most 

consistently high growth scores for both intervention and core students, the principal was 

much more of a hands-on leader than any of the other principals interviewed. When asked 

about how she supports literacy instruction in her school, the principal at School A described 

starting with the hiring process. While she admitted to inheriting a great intervention staff, 

she also had a clear picture in her mind of what effective ELA instruction looked like. She 

addressed this with teacher candidates, sharing her philosophy and asking them if they were 

trained, or willing to be trained, in how to provide instruction that aligned with it. She made 

it a priority to spend her Title I budget on people, not programs. Additionally, one of her 

highest priorities after being named principal at her school was to hire a literacy coach to 
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support core literacy instruction. She said, “The first thing I did when I got here was I got a 

coach…because if you can intervene in the classroom and get the instructional practices and 

work on that core [instruction] in there…I was a firm believer in that” (personal 

communication, March 16, 2016). Such a strong focus on hiring the right staff, providing 

useful professional growth, and monitoring what works has been cited for aiding the success 

of other high-poverty, high-achieving schools (Chenoweth & Theokas, 2012; Hagelskamp & 

DiStasi, 2012; Kearney et al., 2012). 

In addition to her hiring practices, School A’s principal also met often with the 

intervention staff and grade-level teachers to discuss the data collected on student 

performance. She collaborated regularly with them, in addition to offering them opportunities 

to meet and collaborate on their own. Her teachers had long, uninterrupted blocks of time for 

literacy instruction, and she provided them with a template of how she wanted reading 

taught. She then constantly and consistently monitored the instruction in the school to ensure 

her expectations were met. 

At School D, the other school demonstrating higher growth in the current study, the 

principal was not as hands on as Principal A, but did provide strong leadership in some of the 

same areas. While he did not demonstrate as high a degree of management over monitoring 

lesson plans, he focused heavily on providing scheduling structures that supported lengthy, 

uninterrupted blocks of time for literacy lessons; he also strategically managed the budget so 

he could provide additional personnel to support literacy instruction. One of the things that 

stood out in the interviews was his forward thinking. He was an early adopter of using the 

Response to Intervention (RtI) model to support student learning at his school. He was also 
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early to adopt some different technology and programs, including the mCLASS program, that 

supported teachers in identifying students in need and tracking their progress in literacy 

skills. In addition, he recognized and celebrated student growth, creating a culture of growth 

at the school. 

The principal at the lower-growth School B, although experienced, had only been at 

her school for less than two years at the time of this study. In the interview, she shared how 

she was trying to change the culture around how students are supported, moving her teachers 

from a pull-out model to a co-teaching model. This principal also reviewed various sources 

of data for the students at her school, and would ask probing questions to her staff about the 

data. When she found something positive, she would ask teachers to share their practices 

with other staff members in order to help them replicate the successes with other students. 

This principal created a data wall in School B’s conference room, where she held meetings 

with her teachers to promote the use of data. She also worked to create a master schedule that 

protected core instruction time, so that students receiving interventions would not be pulled 

out of class during core instruction. 

Although she had similar and even some of the same things in place as Schools A and 

D, however, the principal at School B did not monitor instructional practices as tightly. She 

still relied heavily upon the expertise of the intervention teacher to drive many of the 

decisions about how to go about supporting students. As she remarked, “I’ve got some good 

specialists here. I have some excellent coaches. I…talk to my people a lot who know the ins 

and the outs of good reading instruction and what’s effective (personal communication, 
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March 21, 2016). Instead of focusing on what she wanted instruction to look like, she relied 

heavily upon her “experts” to create and implement that vision. 

The principal at the lower-growth School C relied on the opinion of his intervention 

teachers even more than did the principal at School B. He had discontinued the co-teaching 

model used in fifth grade in the current school year, based primarily on the input from the 

intervention teacher. This was done despite the objections of the core teacher, who felt the 

data from the first semester demonstrated the co-teaching practice was being effective at 

supporting her fifth-grade students. What was interesting is that this principal could easily 

share much about the data for his school; he knew and understood where his students were 

currently performing. However, his frustration at what to do after collecting the data was 

evident in his comments: 

We’re really doing a good job of honing in on the data. I think we do a nice job of 

matching the kids to what their needs are. The struggle we are trying to focus on is 

trying to find the right strategies to affect those kids with specific areas of need…What 

do we do to supplement or remediate or enrich the kids? Those are tough questions that 

even reading specialists have a hard time answering. It’s kind of funny, because I say 

we are in a world right now that is data-driven, and I hear Wake County say all the 

time, “Study the data, study the data, study the data.” Well we’ve studied the heck out 

of the data, but then it’s okay, now—when we get down to the nitty gritty, we’ve got 

the groups made really good—now what do we do? (personal communication, March 

22, 2016) 
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This principal, while well versed in his school’s data, struggled with the specifics of how and 

what to do to adequately support his students. Unlike Principal A and to a large extent 

Principal D, Principal C did not have a clear vision of what he wanted his ELA instruction to 

look like, nor did he have a format for monitoring his expectations for reading intervention 

instruction. 

This study had at first intended to look exclusively at the practices of the classroom 

and intervention teachers regarding their instructional practices. But, while interviewing staff 

at the four schools, leadership traits that impacted the level of instruction offered at the 

schools were uncovered. At all of the schools examined closely in this study, data were 

collected and reviewed by principals, who made an attempt to support teachers with 

necessary personnel and monetary resources, as well as to provide a schedule that aligned 

with their efforts to support student growth. 

At the school with the most consistent growth over the two years examined, School 

A, the principal set very tight expectations for literacy instruction, and had protocols in place 

to review and monitor adherence to her expectations. She participated in data reviews, and 

focused on strong core instruction. At School D, also a high-growth school, the principal was 

a little less hands-on, yet still provided clear direction, sought out new resources to put in 

place, and monitored and celebrated student growth. At one of the lower-growth schools, 

School B, the principal was seeking to increase the use of data and change the intervention 

culture from a pull-out to co-teaching model, although she did defer a great deal to her 

specialists. The least amount of direction provided to staff was from the principal at School 
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C, who deferred almost entirely to his intervention staff, and lamented the lack of clear 

direction from district personnel for what to do after using data to identify students in need. 

Summary of Findings 

The data reviewed in this case study revealed that in schools where students receiving 

interventions had high growth, students also demonstrated a high level of growth in core 

instruction. The instructional practices at the higher-growth schools that differed with the 

lower-growth schools included: a strong focus on differentiating support for students to 

access grade-level texts instead of differentiating reading materials; a high degree of 

alignment in what and how students were taught; a priority in building students’ vocabulary; 

and use of multiple data sources, frequent monitoring of student progress, and making 

changes to instruction based on the data. In addition to these practices by the teachers, the 

administrators at the higher-growth schools provided a clear direction for their teachers and a 

greater degree of monitoring than that provided in the lower-growth schools. The next 

section examines the implications for practice based on these findings. 

Implications for Practice 

The findings in this study suggest some very clear implications for the practice of 

core classroom teachers of fifth-grade students, intervention teachers, administrators, and 

district personnel that oversee literacy and intervention as well as Title I programs. Such 

practices are within reach of the average school, and are not contingent on spending large 

sums of money. They do, however, require hard work and a laser-like focus on student 
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achievement. But, as demonstrated by the success of the students at Schools A and D, it is 

work that is well worth the effort. 

As has already been described, effective practices uncovered in this study included 

ensuring students have opportunities to interact with grade-level texts and gain appropriate 

support from teachers, including a focus on building the vocabulary necessary for making 

meaning out of text. Students benefit from receiving interventions that align with and support 

core instruction, something that demands collaboration and pre-planning on the part of both 

core and intervention teachers. Decisions about supporting students should be made based on 

the frequent review of a variety of data sources. In addition, building-level administrators 

should establish a strong direction for instruction, and then put systems in place to monitor 

progress toward identified goals. While these practices are certainly achievable, 

implementing them with fidelity will mean changing the habits and ways of doing things for 

many teachers, both core classroom and intervention teachers, as well as for some 

administrators. The upcoming section begins with discussing the implications for practice for 

intervention and classroom teachers, as they are the primary actors in supporting individual 

student growth. Details follow regarding implications for administrators in the role of an 

instructional leader working to create an environment where student growth can flourish. 

Finally, implications are shared for the practice of district-level administrators seeking 

effective support for fifth-grade reading intervention students. 

Implications for Teachers 

It would be easy to fall into the trap of just making a list of items to be done and 

check them off. Grade-level texts, check, done. Vocabulary list, check, done. Plan together 
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on Thursday mornings, check, done. However, it must be emphasized that the effectiveness 

of the teachers at the high-growth schools came from more than just a checklist of items—it 

grew out of the beliefs they had about learning, student capabilities, and their ability to help 

students grow. As they shared their experiences, I was amazed at the dedication they 

displayed to their students, the way they enthusiastically engaged in the work of helping 

them grow, and their celebration of students’ growth. Thus, the implications for teachers go 

well beyond a checklist of items to complete or have ready, and instead involve addressing 

beliefs and practices that, in some cases, have been in place for a long time. This study has 

notable implications for teachers in these areas: (1) beliefs and practices about collaboration; 

(2) beliefs and practices around data; (3) beliefs and practices related to providing 

intervention support; and (4) beliefs and practices on delivering core instruction that also 

supports intervention students. 

Beliefs and practices about collaboration. Collaboration is discussed regularly in 

our district and across the education profession. Teams meet together regularly to share data 

on best practices, and to brainstorm solutions to problems. Working together in collaborative 

Professional Learning Communities (PLC) or, as they are known in WCPSS, Professional 

Learning Teams (PLT), seems to be a ubiquitous practice. However, as demonstrated by the 

higher-growth schools in the current study, “collaboration” means more than just meeting 

together and sharing data one day per week. The schools demonstrating the higher growth 

scores fostered an energetic and exciting collaborative atmosphere that was an ongoing 

practice, not just confined to a formal, scheduled meeting once a week. Unlike in one of the 

lower-growth schools, where it was described as “touching base” with their peers, 



 

 

 

181 

collaboration at the higher-growth schools was deep, ongoing, and frequent. As the 

intervention teacher at School A shared, “There’s constant conversations, whether it’s a 

formal sit-down meeting or I’m seeing you in the hall, we can have this conversation right 

now” (personal communication, March 16, 2016). This environment of meeting often to 

collaborate was shared frequently and freely by the teachers at both of the higher-growth 

schools. 

In contrast, the collaboration at the lower-growth schools was much more surface. As 

the intervention teacher at School B stated, “I collaborate with the teacher quite a bit. Every 

Tuesday morning, we have PLTs, and the grade levels sit together and I move around to each 

grade level…We review the status of the children” (personal communication, March 21, 

2016). This formal, once-per-week meeting where the intervention teacher goes by each 

group to share about students’ progress is very different than the practices displayed in the 

higher-growth schools. In the schools with high growth, the intervention and core classroom 

teachers all examined various sources of data (discussed more in the next section) in order to 

ensure that intervention and core instruction are aligned with student needs. They did lesson 

planning together, such as by teaching fifth-grade skills in both core instruction and 

intervention groups at the same time—thereby giving the struggling students a true double 

exposure to grade-level skills. Teachers at these schools were on the same page when it came 

to supporting students, and students did not leave core instruction to go to an intervention 

group where the focus is very different, as the practice appeared to be at the lower-growth 

schools. Because of the collaboration between the core and intervention teachers, 

intervention support became an extension of the core instruction, not something completely 
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different. This collaboration extended beyond merely planning for lessons together, but also 

included the manner in which these teachers used data to make instructional decisions. 

Beliefs and practices around data. Another practice that needs to be in place 

involves using data to monitor student progress and make adjustments to instruction. At the 

lower-growth schools, core teachers did not really know what data was used to identify 

students needing support. Although they were invited to the meetings about identifying 

students, both core teachers at the lower-growth schools at were in the dark about the final 

criteria for why students were chosen for intervention support. The core teacher at School B, 

for instance, said that she didn’t know the “magical formula” used to qualify students, while 

the core teacher at School C shared: 

Before they get to us, how they are put in, I’m not aware of. I know that it has to do 

with a combination of how far below grade level they are…whether they are making 

progress or not making any progress, whatever the progress monitoring tool is that they 

use. In fifth grade, if I come across a student that is lacking foundational reading 

skills…the intervention teacher, she’ll usually put them in part of the group, and she’ll 

help me figure out with some other digging-deeper assessments. (personal 

communication, March 22, 2016) 

This is in contrast to the higher-growth schools’ practices of reviewing multiple sources of 

data to make determinations about who to support, as the intervention teacher from School A 

described. These schools reviewed the DIBELS measures in mCLASS as did the lower-

growth schools, but also looked at other formal assessments such as previous years’ EOG 

results and district benchmark Case 21 assessments. In addition to these formal assessments, 
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School A’s intervention teacher described, with specific examples, how core teachers 

recommended students for intervention groups based on classroom assessments and 

observations made during instructional time. In fact, the classroom and intervention teachers 

in both of the high-growth schools were truly partners in the identification of and planning 

instruction for struggling readers in their schools, as opposed to being two different teachers 

working separately to support the same students. 

However, as the intervention teacher from School A shared with me, making changes 

based on data were not just for intervention purposes. These practices extended to the core 

classroom instruction. She shared: 

Our school's really good about making changes to core instruction. Like just with our 

last quarterly, we made a bunch of mid-course corrections for this year even, and things 

already seem to be going so much better. So we don't shy away if something’s got to 

change, and we're going to change it. (personal communication, March 16, 2016) 

She went on to describe a time when some third-grade teachers told her that their kids were 

not making growth, and wondered what they could do about that. She shared her expertise, 

and they made adjustments to their core instruction. These adjustments are possible not only 

because teachers are willing to respond to the data, but also because they also take the time to 

review and understand the data. It also is reflective of a culture of self-efficacy; that is, these 

teachers do not consistently blame the lack of progress on the students’ circumstances, but 

instead decide what they can do to change the outcomes of the students based on their work. 

At School D, the other higher-growth school, the core teacher described how they 

responded to data collection in the core classroom. She described in detail how their grade 
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level met to review their students Case 21 [benchmark] scores, EOG scores, DIBELS  data 

collected in mCLASS, and anecdotal notes before grouping students across the grade level by 

like needs. As if this did not give her enough data, she then pre-assessed the students in the 

groups in order to make the most effective decisions about what to teach. This team, 

consisting of the fifth-grade teachers, intervention teacher, and other support teachers, then 

provided an intervention block once per week to address gaps in core instruction. Such a 

willingness to review multiple sources of data and have intervention and classroom teachers 

partner in data discussions and make changes to core instruction and intervention groups 

based on what the data tells them separates the higher-growth schools from the lower-growth 

schools in the use of data to support students. 

Beliefs and practices related to providing intervention support. For many 

intervention teachers, from the experiences I’ve had as a principal, the implications of this 

study mean changing their mindset about how to best support struggling students. Like the 

lower-growth schools in this study, much of the intervention support I have observed over 

the last seven years, even in the upper grades, is heavily focused on increasing fluency for 

struggling readers. While this is not necessarily a bad thing, it does not appear to be effective 

in closing the achievement gap or adding substantially to the individual growth of struggling 

readers as we measure them. Being pulled out of the regular classroom, intervention students 

are getting support in fluency skills but missing opportunities to interact with grade-level 

texts, gain exposure to grade-level vocabulary, and work on grade-level skills that are 

assessed on EOG tests. 
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However, intervention teachers are not the only teachers that may need to adjust their 

mindset. As noted by the core teachers in the higher-growth schools in the study, 

expectations were that all of their fifth-grade students, regardless of their current reading 

level, should have the opportunity to interact with grade-level texts. This would demand a 

change for many teachers who focus on supplying their struggling readers primarily with 

instructional-level texts. Teachers have learned that they need to differentiate instruction to 

students in order to meet various needs; to some, this means providing students with different 

reading materials that are more on their level. However, to the teachers at the higher-growth 

schools in this study, that actually meant differentiating the support delivered so that students 

can interact successfully with the text—not simply providing a different text. 

While all of these suggestions may seem simple, they do involve a great deal more 

work for the teacher. If teachers are to help struggling readers to read and comprehend grade-

level text, the teacher will have to do a lot of pre-work. The core teacher at school A shared 

during the interview: 

The other thing…that I’ve learned, just knowing what text you’re teaching to. I didn’t 

realize how [many] people put something in front of kids they’ve never read before. If 

I’m going to give kids a passage and questions, I’ve already gone through and done 

something what I call “brain handles.” (personal communication, March 16, 2016) 

She and the intervention teacher both stressed the importance of first going through the texts 

that students were going to read to identify the vocabulary words that students may struggle 

with so that they can pre-teach or pre-load them with vocabulary understanding in order to 
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help them to understand the meaning of the passage. Implementing these strategies will 

undoubtedly require time and planning on the part of teachers. 

Beliefs and practices on core instruction that supports intervention students. The 

other change in belief is in how this support is implemented. Too many intervention teachers 

have seen their support look very different than that of the core instruction. Going to an 

intervention class looked, sounded, and felt like going to another class altogether, instead of 

an extension of the students’ ELA class. While students may need fluency support or help 

closing gaps in foundational skills, these are not the skills measured by high-stakes, multiple-

choice tests. These skills may certainly have an impact on the students’ abilities to perform 

well, but they do not altogether define that ability. In the higher-growth schools where staff 

were interviewed for this study, the schools where the intervention support was highly 

aligned with core instruction better supported individual student growth in reading on the 

fifth-grade EOG. 

In fact, the data reviewed in this study demonstrated the importance of quality core 

instruction in supporting the growth of all students, including those receiving interventions. 

Core classroom teachers should work to ensure all students, even struggling readers, have 

opportunities to work with grad- level texts. It is not fair to a student to have them working 

all school year with texts that are at their instructional level, and then at the end of the school 

year test them with grade-level texts. This requires more work and planning on the part of the 

teacher, as students reading below grade level will need to be provided additional support to 

access that text. Teachers should also preview the texts they provide to students for 

unfamiliar or challenging vocabulary that the student will encounter, and then pre-load the 
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students with some instruction around that vocabulary to help them gain more understanding 

from the text. 

Implications for Building-Level Administrators 

For building-level administrators and principals, the implications of this study’s 

findings are also clear. If principals are to be instructional leaders, they must maintain a 

strong focus on instructional practices of their teachers. In the literature reviewed on high-

achieving, high-performing schools, the importance of the leadership of the school principal 

was cited as a key factor in the success of the schools (Chenoweth & Theokas, 2013; 

Hagelskamp & DiStasi, 2012; Kearney et al., 2012). Some of the behaviors for principals of 

these schools that are cited in the literature include maintaining a strong focus on instruction, 

providing support structures for teachers, fostering a collaborative culture, and using data to 

monitor practices. All of these factors were evident at both schools with the higher growth, 

most strongly at School A. Of the two schools with lower growth, some of these pieces were 

in place at School B, but such practices were least evident at School C. 

At School A, the strong focus on instruction started in the hiring process. This 

principal set the expectations in the initial interview, telling candidates, “This is how we do 

reading here. Are you versed in this or willing to be trained in this? Does this fit into your 

philosophy?” (personal communication, March 16, 2016). This practice is certainly a great 

place to start, and principals should have key “look-fors” in candidate interviews to ensure 

that hired reading teachers understand the expectations from the start. Moreover, this is only 

possible if the principal has a clear direction for what literacy instruction should look like in 

his or her school. If the principal knows what s/he wants reading instruction to look like, they 
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can hire candidates to fit with that philosophy. Of course, it should be noted that not every 

principal gets to hire all of their staff. Most of the time, principals land at a school with a full 

staff already steeped in traditions of doing things a certain way. This is the situation in which 

the principal at School B found herself. Though she was attempting to change the culture 

around how intervention instruction was delivered at her school by collecting and sharing 

data, it was taking time for the new practices (such as co-teaching) to take root among the 

established staff. 

In addition to her hiring practices, the principal at the high-growth School A had a 

very clear vision of what she wanted her literacy instruction to look like. She provided her 

literacy teachers with a template of what their guided reading instruction should look like. 

She frequently observed teachers at work, and when doing so asked to look at lesson plans. 

She set her expectations to staff at the beginning of the school year, and monitored her staff 

to ensure compliance with those expectations. At School C, on the other hand, where growth 

was much lower, the principal indicated his frustration at what to do once data had been 

collected and needs had been identified. This was not a problem at School A, as the principal 

here provided clear direction for staff. Her practice of providing a tight set of expectations 

and monitoring for compliance had produced high growth for their literacy students for 

multiple years. 

The other way that principals keep a strong focus on instruction is in the support they 

provide to teachers in the form of professional development and ongoing training. Again, the 

principal at School A noted that one of the first things she did upon arriving was to hire a 

literacy coach who would work with teachers to improve core instruction. The principal, 
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literacy coach, classroom teacher, and intervention team collaborated regularly and had a 

repertoire of instructional practices at their disposal. At School D, similarly, the teachers 

referenced reading materials the principal had provided in order to challenge them to be 

current and strong in their practices. The intervention teacher at this school also read 

vociferously herself, and shared about her own personal research during the interviews. 

Having principals who offered strong support for effective instructional practices in reading 

through coaches and book studies was helpful to the reading and intervention teachers at the 

higher-growth schools. Principals wishing to duplicate this success must focus their efforts 

on securing the appropriate, high-quality professional growth opportunities for their teachers, 

such as Principal A did by hiring a literacy coach. It is also imperative that principals keep 

current with the latest research about quality literacy instruction in order to share the 

information with their literacy teachers. 

The principals at Schools A and D had also established a collaborative culture at their 

schools. This collaboration was frequent, ongoing, and deeper than a surface discussion. 

Teachers were not just given opportunities to collaborate—it was expected to happen. At 

School A, the principal did more than just set expectations of collaboration for her teachers; 

she met regularly with the teachers in these collaborative meetings to discuss their data and 

instructional practices. Even more, the excitement among the teachers in the higher-growth 

schools about collaboration was palpable. It was obvious that they really enjoyed talking to 

each other and brainstorming about how best to support their students. This collaboration led 

to a very high degree of alignment among staff on instructional practices, and helped the 

teachers meet the needs of all their students. This suggests that a key practice among 
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principals should be a focus on creating the structures and atmosphere for collaboration to 

take place. 

Collaboration at the higher-growth schools was enhanced by their high use of data to 

make decisions about instruction—both intervention and core instruction. The teachers at the 

high-growth schools reviewed many data points to make decisions about which students to 

support. Furthermore, core classroom teachers had lots of input about the selection of 

students for intervention as well as into the instructional materials and curriculum goals to be 

covered. Core and intervention teachers met together multiple times throughout the year to 

see if student data warranted moving students in and out of groups. Classroom teachers also 

made changes in core instruction based on input from the intervention teachers. Thus, there 

was a large degree of data use at the higher-growth schools. 

Teachers and school administrators have access to multiple data sources. The 

problem, then, is usually not one of not having data, but a problem related to determining 

which data to use. Since much of the data about student achievement comes through 

principals, they must be knowledgeable about data and help narrow the focus of data to the 

key pieces that teachers need to use to make smart instructional decisions. Principals should 

also probe teachers when discussing instruction: What does your data tell you about your 

students’ strengths and weaknesses? Based on the data, what do you need to change or keep 

the same? In this way, principals can set a tone for expectations by asking teachers to justify 

instructional decisions through the use of data. 

While teachers are responsible for implementing effective instructional practices, 

principals can highly impact instruction through their vision, the expectations they set and 
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monitor, and the support provided. By setting clear goals for instructional practices, 

monitoring those practices, supporting professional growth, and providing structures and a 

culture of collaboration around data, principals at the high-growth schools aptly support their 

teachers in helping students grow in their reading abilities. 

Implications for District-Level Administrators 

As noted at the outset of this study, the WCPSS does not have uniformity across the 

district on how intervention services should look at Title I schools. Decisions on how to 

spend district funds are primarily site-based, although there are certainly some guidelines and 

parameters in place for principals to follow. In order to ensure these funds are having their 

intended impact, it is incumbent upon district leaders to understand those practices that are 

effective, as well as provide the professional development and resources to ensure that the 

funds are having the intended effect of producing student growth. If the district seeks to 

move forward in this area, there are some specific practices that should be implemented. 

The first recommendation for the district is that individual growth data on students 

receiving interventions be collected and shared with all stakeholders. The fact that this data is 

not readily available to principals and teachers indicates a lack of emphasis in monitoring this 

very important area. Growth data is regularly collected on various subgroups of students in 

order to monitor their progress, but, surprisingly, students receiving interventions are not one 

of the subgroups that is monitored. As the principal at School D noted when asked about 

growth data collection for intervention students, “I think that was a missed opportunity” 

(personal communication, April 8, 2016). If the growth of our students receiving 

interventions is to be a priority, then the district must put into place a method to clearly 
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identify students receiving interventions, capture their growth, and share this growth data to 

principals and teachers. Knowing that this data is important is the first step in meaningful 

dialogue about providing effective support in growing our students. 

A second recommendation that can be pulled from this study is to improve teachers’ 

access to high-quality professional development for literacy instruction. The principal at 

School A made a high priority of hiring a literacy coach in order to strengthen the core 

instruction at her school. Her investment in this personnel resource paid off in ensuring all of 

her literacy teachers, both core classroom and intervention, had opportunities for professional 

development that included observation and feedback opportunities on their instructional 

practices. This kind of professional development can impact core and intervention 

instruction, as well as provide an additional expert resource in the school. 

Professional development should also be provided to give core classroom teachers, 

intervention teachers, and principals a clear vision of what quality intervention and core 

instruction looks like. While it is not necessary, or even feasible, for everyone to teach alike, 

some consistent practices that support growth should be ubiquitous across the district. All 

four of the schools at which interviews were conducted for this study had such a variety of 

practices in place and a wide variety of results that it suggests more standardized procedures 

should be put in place through professional development that emphasizes best practices. 

District administrators should also consider principal experience in their placement 

decisions at schools. The principal at the school with the most consistent number of students 

not meeting growth was the one with the most questions about what to do with all the data 

that were collected. Notably, he was also the least experienced principal of the four in the 
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current study. This begs the question, should the least experienced principal have been placed 

at the highest need school? At School B, the other low-growth school, the principal had not 

been working long at the school, but still had several years of experience as an administrator. 

Thus, it seems that, when making hiring choices at high-poverty Title I schools, the district 

should consider putting in place principals—instructional leaders—who have proven 

experience supporting student growth. 

The WCPSS can help provide support in producing higher growth for their students 

by making some district-wide changes. First, the district must make it a priority to collect 

data and report on the growth progress of their students receiving interventions in reading. 

This will help schools understand how they are doing, and bolster efforts to grow these 

students in their reading proficiency. Secondly, the district should, to some degree, 

standardize the practices in place to support the growth of these students. By giving a clear 

picture of what effective practices look like, classroom teachers, intervention teachers, and 

principals will know better how to focus their efforts on producing growth. Lastly, when 

considering who to hire as the principal at a high-needs school, the district should consider 

the individual’s experience and readiness to take on the role of instructional leader. Principals 

with a clear vision of where they want to go and what works for students in high-needs 

schools will help provide the consistency and answers to create an environment that supports 

high student growth. 

Summary of Implications for Practice 

This study provides some clear implications for intervention teachers, core classroom 

teachers, building-level administrators, and district administrators in order to produce high 
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individual growth for students receiving interventions in reading. To effectively support these 

students, teachers must plan instruction that engages intervention students with texts that 

contain grade-level text complexity and vocabulary, and scaffold their support in way that the 

students can successfully make meaning from the text. Teachers should also provide 

instruction that focuses on helping students acquire the necessary vocabulary to be successful 

with grade-level texts. They should collaborate with core teachers about what is taught and 

when, in order to align their intervention support with core instruction. Finally, the teachers 

should also use multiple sources of data to identify students needing intervention, monitor 

their progress, and make adjustments to instruction based on the data and student growth. 

To support high growth, principals must provide a clear vision of what they want 

literacy instruction to look like in their building, and then monitor that instruction to ensure 

these expectations are met. This process of setting expectations about instruction should start 

in the interview process, and continue through appropriate professional development via 

coaches and other sources. They must provide the structure and environment to foster a 

collaborative environment for their teachers, as well as offer the appropriate data to teachers 

in a timely manner. Finally, principals should celebrate and emphasize the importance of 

growth with their teachers and students. 

In order to aid the growth of students receiving interventions in the district, 

administrators at this level should make collecting and disseminating data a priority. Only by 

making the data available, though, can schools sufficiently measure this progress. The district 

should also standardize what best practices in reading intervention support look like, and 

share this information with intervention teachers, core classroom teachers, and principals. 
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Finally, it is important that district administrators consider putting experienced principals in 

positions to support high-needs students, instead of putting novice instructional leaders in 

these critical positions. 

Implications for Policy 

The results of this study also lend themselves to some implications for policy. As 

noted in the previous section, individual growth data for students receiving interventions is 

not collected and disseminated on a regular basis. Just as data is regularly collected and 

reviewed for various subgroups to inform policy decisions, policymakers should consider 

regularly collecting and analyzing growth data for the intervention student subgroup. This 

would also necessitate that all students be identified for interventions in a more formal 

manner, but there is not a better option—not collecting this data is a disservice to our 

students. Without these data, we cannot know how we are doing in our efforts to grow our 

students. 

When making decisions about funds and personnel at schools, policymakers should 

consider the effectiveness of allocating dollars for instructional literacy coaches. Some of the 

schools in the study struggled with having the funds to hire additional coaches or intervention 

personnel, though they may have been needed. Decisions at the district level about providing 

funding support will help ensure a more equitable distribution high-needs schools and 

students. 

As previously noted, the district does not mandate any singular method for 

intervention support. This is reflected in the data, as the Title I schools with students 
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receiving interventions have a huge disparity in their results. In order to standardize better 

growth results across the district, policies should identify high-yield strategies and provide 

the support to implement them at all schools. This would mean a great commitment to 

supporting professional development for classroom teachers, intervention teachers, and 

school administrators. However, without such a commitment to professional development 

around these effective practices, we are not adequately supporting the growth of all of our 

students. 

Limitations of the Study Findings 

While this case study of Title I schools in the Wake County Public School System 

identified instructional and administrative practices that were effective at supporting 

individual growth in literacy for students receiving intervention instruction, there are several 

limitations to consider for this study. 

This study is limited to the data collection from the performance of fifth-grade 

students in four schools in one school district in North Carolina. In order to identify the 

students for which these data were collected, the district provided the growth scores for 

students that had been supported and monitored using the DIBELS assessments using the 

mClass tool. While the use of this tool is encouraged for students receiving interventions in 

upper elementary grades at Title I schools, it is not mandated as such. Thus, the data 

collected is somewhat contingent upon the consistency with which schools use the tool, a 

variable for which data was not collected. While I believe this to be fairly accurate data, 

especially since these data aligned with the EVAAS data for the schools, it should be noted 



 

 

 

197 

that there may be some inaccuracies due to a lack of consistency of schools using this tool to 

identify students receiving interventions. 

Another limitation to consider is that the data collected to measure growth included 

relatively small groups of students. This means that a few students’ scores could affect the 

calculations, though I tried to account for this by taking schools out of the calculation that 

had less than 10 students identified for interventions. Again, I feel like the data fairly 

accurately captured the big picture of what was happening in the schools, as it aligned with 

the overall school growth data. 

In addition, this study focused on effective interventions to produce individual growth 

for upper elementary students, specifically fifth graders. Arguably, the instructional practices 

that are effective in supporting students in lower grades may differ greatly from those 

effective with upper grades, as the focus on early grades is in building foundational skills for 

literacy. As students in the lower grades are focusing on learning to read, the focus in the 

upper elementary and later grades changes to reading to learn. These students are also 

assessed very differently; because the focus and assessments are very different at lower 

grades, the instructional practices put forth here may not be appropriate. 

It is also important to note the small sample from which these conclusions were 

drawn. While individual growth data from approximately 27 schools were reviewed, the 

structured interviews were conducted at only four schools, all of which are in one school 

district. This means these schools’ instructional practices may not be representative of other 

places. There are other schools, not only in the WCPSS district but across the nation, that 

could likely share additional effective instructional practices for their students. Although 
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there was much in common between the two higher-growth schools, two schools are a very, 

very small sample from which to cull all possible effective instructional practices. 

Delimitations of the Study’s Findings 

When planning this study, I chose to focus on the two years’ worth of data starting in 

2013-2014 school year; this was because the EOG tests had been restructured to align with 

the newer, more rigorous common core standards in that year. By using data from two years’ 

worth of similar EOG tests, I was able to avoid looking at data comparisons for EOG tests 

that were constructed and scored somewhat differently. 

I also chose to focus on fifth-grade student test data, as growth data from the school 

district was available for this grade, and I wanted to identify effective instructional practices 

for upper elementary-grade students. I also limited the schools from the data review set that 

had less than 10 students identified as receiving interventions, since very minimal changes in 

small numbers can disproportionately affect percentages. 

There are 33 schools in the WCPSS that were identified as Title I schools in at least 

one of the two school years in which I reviewed the data. Instead of trying to interview all the 

intervention teachers at these schools, I chose to identify a small sample of two schools with 

a high percentage of students exceeding individual growth targets, and two schools with a 

large percentage not meeting individual growth targets. This allowed me a richer perspective 

as I was able to take the time to delve deeply into the instructional practices at four schools, 

instead of taking a surface look at multiple schools. In doing so, I was better able to identify 

practices in place that supported individual student growth. 
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Recommendations for Further Research 

In preparation for this study, I did not find much research on instructional practices 

that are effective at producing high growth scores; most studies that attempted to measure the 

effectiveness of literacy intervention instruction focused on reviewing student proficiency 

scores. Since growth scores are calculated independently of proficiency scores, this is 

certainly an area worthy of additional exploration, especially as value-added models to 

monitor teacher effectiveness continue to proliferate across the educational landscape. 

Another area for further research could also include the overall performance of the 5th 

grade students’ who received interventions in reading, as this was one of the research 

questions that was not fully answered by this study. While schools with high growth and low 

growth were identified, and comparisons were made for the students at these schools with the 

overall population of fifth grade students at those schools, this study did not identify how the 

fifth grade students receiving interventions as a whole in WCPSS performed in comparison 

to the general population of fifth-graders within the district. 

In addition, while this study focused primarily on the practices of intervention and 

core teachers in producing high individual growth scores, it soon became apparent that the 

principal, as the instructional leader of the building, also has an impact on student growth 

scores. This is another area worthy of more investigation. What are the effective leadership 

practices at schools that consistently produce high growth? It would be interesting to get the 

perceptions of the teachers and administrators on the impact of school leadership as it relates 

to helping students meet and exceed growth targets. 
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Conclusions 

The subject of teaching students how to read is a highly researched topic, and the 

importance of learning to read well as a foundational skill for success in later academic and 

work life is well understood. However, with all of our understanding of how students learn to 

read, and despite years of funding from Title I and other entities to close the gaps that exist 

among subgroups, the gaps in learning and growth continue to persist. Previous studies that 

attempted to measure efforts to close these gaps were focused on the proficiency scores of 

students. Recently, newer measures such as the SAS EVAAS data used statewide in North 

Carolina have been applied in order to capture student growth. In an effort to better 

understand how students could be supported in achieving high growth in reading, regardless 

of their proficiency score, and since I could not find this information in my review of 

literature, I undertook this study. 

It is important to note that this study does not negate years of research that tells us 

fluency is important to develop good readers. What it does suggest, however, is that using 

fluency in itself as the sole means to identify, support, and monitor growth for upper 

elementary-grades students is an insufficient way to support student growth. Intervention 

support that was effective at producing individual growth scores included that which was 

highly aligned with core instruction, incorporated grade-level texts, and provided a high 

degree of vocabulary support. The students selected for intervention were based on a variety 

of data, and data was used to monitor and adjust instruction as needed. This type of support 

seemed to be better aligned with how fifth-grade students are measured on the standardized 

tests administered at the end of each school year. 
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When I first arrived at my school, the way in which students were supported in upper-

grades intervention groups was very similar to the way described at the two lower-growth 

schools in this study. Students were identified for support primarily by fluency measures and 

provided support to close those fluency gaps. Progress was monitored all year long by short, 

quick, one-to-one fluency measures, and progress toward goals was recorded and reported. 

Then when the students took the high-stakes standardized tests, they continued to 

demonstrate gaps in reading ability—and the cycle started over again the next year. We 

worked the same way each year, yet hoped for different results that never came. 

Certainly, most students were helped and probably did improve somewhat in their 

reading skills, but they were not helped in the same way in which they were measured. It was 

as is we used one type of measure such as a yardstick to gauge the problem, and used a 

completely different measure such as a meter stick to provide a solution. The gap in 

performance on the standardized test is a very different measure than the DIBELS measures 

used to identify students and monitor support. As we endeavored to support students, we 

used a completely different measure to identify and measure progress to close those gaps, 

and then expected this to change the results on the first measure. As often happens in 

education, the pendulum had swung far over toward one side, and struggling readers were 

ineffectively identified and supported primarily by fluency measures. 

It is time to restore balance in this area by providing reading intervention support to 

our students in the way they are assessed. By providing them ample opportunities to grapple 

with grade-level texts, receive intervention instruction aligned with grade-level standards, 

and support their acquisition of grade-level vocabulary, we are aligning our support to them 
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in the manner in which tests measure them. If we make decisions about instruction using a 

variety of data sources, all monitored by a strong school administrator, we can support our 

students to grow closer to reading proficiency—thereby helping to ensure their future success 

in school and career. 
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Appendix A: Interview Protocol 

Introduction 

Thank you for agreeing to participate in this interview today. Prior to your 

participation I would like to share some information with you about the interview process 

and your participation in this study. 

First, I would like to ask you to review and sign the Informed Consent form and ask 

any questions that you may have. I want to reassure you that the information you share with 

me today will be held in strictest confidence, and your name and the name of your school 

will not be used in the research project. Also, if at any time you feel uncomfortable or for any 

reason want to discontinue the interview, please notify me and we will stop immediately. I 

would also like to inform you that the interview today will be recorded and later transcribed 

in order for me to review in greater detail the information you share with me. Once you have 

signed the consent form, we will begin the interview. 

I would also like for you to know that this study has been reviewed and approved by 

both the Institutional Review Board of North Carolina State University, as well as the Wake 

County Public School System. The WCPSS has given permission for me to identity the 

school district in this study. 

You have been selected to share your perceptions about the reading instruction 

provided to your students at your school. I will follow the questions that have previously 

been provided to you, but may have some follow up questions based on your responses. Do 

you have any questions before we begin? 
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Questions 

1. Tell me a little about your professional education career. What interested you in the 

profession? How long have you worked in the profession? What levels or jobs? What 

subjects or grade levels have you taught? 

2. Tell me a little about your current role in teaching reading. 

3. How are students selected for reading intervention in your school? 

4. How is reading intervention instruction implemented in your school? 

5. How would you rate your school’s ability to help readers grow in their reading ability? 

What evidence would you cite to back up this rating? 

6. How do the students in your school fare overall on the proficiency scores of the EOG 

standardized tests? What about the students in your school who are targeted for 

intervention in reading? 

7. How do the students in your school fare overall on the growth measures of the EOG 

standardized tests? What about the students in your school who are targeted for 

intervention in reading? 

8. What do you perceive to be the elements of good reading intervention instruction? What 

works and why? 

9. Is there anything else you would like to share with me about how your school works to 

support struggling readers in becoming more proficient readers? 
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Appendix B: Informed Consent Form for Study Participants 

North Carolina State University  

INFORMED CONSENT FORM for RESEARCH 
 

Title of Study:  Growing Students toward Proficiency in Reading: A Case 

Study of Selected Title I Schools in the Wake County Public 

School System 

Principal Investigator:     James Douglas 

Faculty Sponsors:       Dr. Susan Faircloth, Dr. Lisa Bass 

 

 

What are some general things you should know about research studies? 

You are being asked to take part in a research study. Your participation in this study is 

voluntary. You have the right to be a part of this study, to choose not to participate or to stop 

participating at any time without penalty. The purpose of research studies is to gain a better 

understanding of the perceptions of teachers, administrators, and reading specialists for 

effective strategies in supporting upper elementary students in meeting growth targets on 

standardized End-of-Grade testing. You are not guaranteed any personal benefits from being 

in a study. Research studies also may pose risks to those that participate. In this consent form 

you will find specific details about the research in which you are being asked to participate. 

If you do not understand something in this form it is your right to ask the researcher for 

clarification or more information. A copy of this consent form will be provided to you. If at 

any time you have questions about your participation, do not hesitate to contact the 

researcher(s) named above.  

 

What is the purpose of this study? 

The purpose of the study is to identify the perceptions of teachers, teacher evaluators 

(administrators), and district reading specialists regarding specific instructional strategies, 

programs, or teacher behaviors that support student growth on standardized testing. The 

focus is on students who have received intervention in reading, and why these students do or 

do not meet growth measures.  

 

What will happen if you take part in the study? 

In this study, I will attempt to find schools where students have exceeded growth 

expectations over the last two years, and schools where students have not demonstrated as 

much growth. I will ask for teachers and administrators at these schools to voluntarily 

consent to interviews to share their perceptions as to why their students performed as they 

did on the standardized tests. 

 

If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to meet with me for approximately 

30 minutes at a time and place that is convenient for you. You will be provided a list of 

questions ahead of time. I will ask you to share a little about your teaching experiences, as 
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well as your perceptions of the effectiveness of reading instruction at your school. The 

interview will be recorded and transcribed. I will provide you with a copy of the transcript to 

allow you to review it and determine if the interview accurately captures your perceptions. 

 

Risks 
The risks to you for participating in the study are minimal. In order to minimize risks, I will 

use pseudonyms in place of your real name and the name of your school. 

 

Benefits 
I do not anticipate any direct benefit that will be provided to you for participating, however 

your perceptions may help me determine instructional practices that may help other teachers 

implement effective teaching practices to support students in learning to read. 

 

Confidentiality 
The information in the study records will be kept confidential to the full extent allowed by 

law. Data will be stored securely only on devices that are password protected. No reference 

will be made in oral or written reports which could link you to the study. You will NOT be 

asked to write your name on any study materials so that no one can match your identity to the 

answers that you provide. 

 

Compensation  
You will not be compensated for participating in this study. 

 

What if you have questions about this study? 
If you have questions at any time about the study or the procedures, you may contact the 

researcher, James Douglas, at jrdougla@ncsu.edu or 919-946-3018. 

 

What if you have questions about your rights as a research participant? 

If you feel you have not been treated according to the descriptions in this consent form, or 

your rights as a participant in this research have been violated during the course of this study, 

you may contact Deb Paxton, Regulatory Compliance Administrator at dapaxton@ncsu.edu 

or by phone at 919-515-4514. 

 

Consent to Participate 
“I have read and understand the above information. I have received a copy of this form. I agree 

to participate in this study with the understanding that I may choose not to participate or to 

stop participating at any time without penalty or loss of benefits to which I am otherwise 

entitled.” 

 

Subject's signature_______________________________ Date _________________ 

 

Investigator's signature___________________________ Date _________________ 
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