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Abstract 

 
 The initiatives in U.S. school reform constantly serve as a reflection of the 

academic, political, and economical sentiment of the time.  The College Entrance Exam 

Board’s decision in 1909 to establish a 40 to 60 minute class schedule that mirrored the 

Carnegie unit’s structure of efficiency and mass production remained the tradition until 

1959, when J. Lloyd Trump introduced a flexible instructional schedule that allotted for 

an 85 to 100 minute “block” of time for each subject.  The government report, A Nation 

at Risk (1983), found that 13% of seventeen year olds were functionally illiterate, and 

that schools were not utilizing school time efficiently.  By 2001, the No Child Left 

Behind Act established a structured accountability system for schools; however, by 2013, 

the National Center for Educational Statistics (2013) reported five year stagnation in 

reading performance for fourth, eighth, and twelfth graders.  The current outcomes have 

caused administrators and educators to revisit current instructional and organizational 

practices for more efficient and effective approaches to maximize learning opportunities 

and increase school performance.  This study examined the effects of implementing a 

balanced literacy approach to reading in self-contained and departmentalized classrooms 

in second grade classrooms. 

 In a review of the literature, little research has been conducted on self-contained 

and departmentalized classroom settings in the elementary school prior to third grade.  

Previous studies primarily focused on students in third grade and higher, and 

concentrated on student performance on state-mandated tests in reading. No studies to 



date have investigated self-contained and departmentalized comprehension levels prior to 

a grade level that has been designated for a state-mandated test.  As a result, this study 

examined the following research questions:  1) What effect does receiving balanced 

literacy instruction in a self-contained or departmentalized classroom have on the reading 

comprehension of second graders as measured by district assessments, and 2) Are there 

gender differences in the observed reading comprehension of second graders with regard 

to a self-contained or departmentalized classroom?  The research also qualitatively 

examines what effect teachers’ experiences, perceptions, and opinions about self-

contained and departmentalized instruction have on the implementation and academic 

outcomes of the instructional organization of the classroom. 

 This study examined second grade students from an urban school district in a 

metropolitan area in Texas.  The sample was taken from three self-contained second 

grade classrooms (N = 61) and four departmentalized second grade classrooms (N = 86) 

from the same elementary campus.  The departmentalized classrooms served as the quasi-

experimental group and the self-contained classrooms served as the control group.  

Statistical tests were conducted to answer the first two research questions.  Repeated 

measures were administered to compare beginning middle, and end of year 

comprehension levels within each group to determine significant progress.  A 2 x 2 x 3 

mixed ANOVA was used on the subpopulation (gender) to determine if any gender 

differences exist.  Individual interviews of the second grade teachers that participated in 

the study were conducted to collect feedback regarding teachers’ beliefs, opinions, and 

preparation for self-contained and departmentalized literacy instruction. 

vii 



 Results from separate analyses of the comprehension levels indicated that both the 

departmentalized and self-contained groups made significant progress from the beginning 

to the middle of the school year, and again at the end of school year. However, there was 

no significant difference in the rate of increase in self-contained and departmentalized 

groups.  Significant progress was also made for each group within the gender 

subpopulation. When the departmentalized and self-contained groups were compared, 

there was not a significant difference between the comprehension levels of males and 

females at the end of the year.  There was also no significant difference in the rate of 

increase in comprehension levels of departmentalized and self-contained males, and the 

rate of increase in comprehension levels of departmentalized and self-contained females 

at the end of the year.  Feedback from teachers revealed that all of them supported the 

opportunity for more preparation and focus on one subject.  However, self-contained 

teachers preferred the opportunities to teach one theme across all subjects, while 

departmentalized teachers preferred opportunities to engage in more cooperative learning 

activities during the literacy block.  This study demonstrates that balanced literacy 

instruction is effective in increasing student comprehension levels from the beginning to 

the end of the school year in primary classrooms that implement both a departmentalized 

and self-contained schedule. It also demonstrates that departmentalized and self-

contained balanced literacy can also increase student comprehension levels from the 

beginning to the end of the year within both gender groups. 
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Chapter I  

Introduction 

 
Leaders in school reform have taken an interest in devising initiatives that can 

increase student achievement.  The increase in reading expectations has caused 

elementary schools to diversify their approaches to teaching literacy and redesign their 

scheduling methods to maximize the instructional day.  Elementary school years are the 

formative years in which students develop their attitudes toward school and toward 

learning (Chang, Munoz, & Koshewa, 2008).  Consequently, there has been an increase 

in departmentalized classrooms in elementary schools in hopes of strengthening reading 

instruction and student comprehension.  The basic literacy skills that children learn in 

elementary school are the building blocks on which academic, occupational, and social 

success depend (Spira, Bracken, & Fischel, 2005).  A variety of instructional approaches 

have been implemented with hopes of establishing a firm literacy foundation and 

preventing the occurrence of developmental “stalls in growth” that have been observed 

during language and literacy acquisition.  Since the passing of the No Child Left Behind 

(NCLB) Act of 2001, the integration of the balanced literacy framework that emerged 

during the 1990s has become a blueprint for developing beginning reading materials, 

programs and initiatives.   

Conceptual Framework 

In 1909, during the scientific management era that emphasized efficiency, mass 

production, and uniformity, the College Entrance Examination Board adopted the 

Carnegie unit, which mandated a total of 120 hours of classroom instruction to be 

delivered in 40- to 60-minute classes during an academic year of 36 to 40 weeks 
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(Hackmann, 2004).  In elementary schools, the traditional schedule is commonly 

implemented within self-contained classrooms.  The traditional self-contained schedule 

of instruction requires the teacher to conduct a lesson on each subject with the entire 

class, and if time allows, target more specific instruction in a small group setting while 

the remainder of the class engages in an independent task. A self-contained classroom, 

which is commonly the setting for elementary students and students with special needs, 

generally consists of one instructor who is a generalist and teaches every content area. 

Although in elementary school settings, there are often “specials” that are taught by 

teachers in a particular field such as music, art and physical education (Walker, 2009).  

This establishment of a uniform schedule became the traditional structure until 

1959, when J. Lloyd Trump’s reorganization of the school day into flexible instructional 

time introduced schools to an alternative to the traditional 45 to 55 minute allotment for 

every subject on a daily basis. This schedule, known as block, refers to an extended 

classroom learning period, generally between 85 to 100 minutes (Jenkins et al., 2002).  It 

purports to allow teachers to work in a more intensive, uninterrupted manner utilizing 

varying techniques to make subject more vital and more meaningful.  The intent is to 

provide concentrated in-depth study of a subject area (Chang, Munoz, & Koshewa, 2008; 

Johannessen & Lorenz, 2001; Walker, 2009).  A departmentalized classroom allows for a 

teacher to concentrate on teaching fewer academic subjects, with more time devoted to 

instruction each of those subjects.  This is common in middle and high school, however it 

also occurs in some elementary schools.  On the elementary level, instruction of those 

subjects are taught to one group of students during a portion of the day, and then repeated 

to a new group of students during another portion of the school day. 
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Within the balanced literacy block, a combination of decoding, reading, and 

writing skills are developed within a designated allotment of time.  Although there are 

designed “blocks of time,” balanced literacy is far more comprehensive in its 

commitment to ensuring that all aspects of reading, writing, listening, viewing, and 

speaking receive appropriate rather than equal emphasis within a literacy program.  

Balanced literacy uses a whole-part-whole approach (Hibbert & Iannaci, 2005).  Within 

this approach, literacy begins with activities that involve the whole group of students, 

then progress to a variety of activities that occur in small groups that only involve part of 

the class, and finally ending with activities that require the whole group to reconvene.  

The balanced literacy approach is designed to foster the gradual release of responsibility 

from teachers to students, moving from structured modeling (e.g., through read-alouds 

and shared reading) to scaffolded support (e.g., through guided reading) to independence 

of individual work (Bitter et al., 2009).  As such, most educators would suggest that 

literacy instruction should promote the interaction between the skill-based aspects of 

reading (e.g. phonemic awareness, alphabetic knowledge, letter-sound association) and 

the meaning-based aspects of reading (e.g. vocabulary, comprehension) (Bingham & 

Hall-Kenyon, 2013). This approach has been applied within a self-contained schedule as 

well as within a departmentalized schedule. 

Need for the Study 

Although the content development has been a primary focus for educators, recent 

research has begun to report the impact that scheduling has on a population of students 

that have grown to become more diverse and more technologically savvy.  Minimal 

research exists that closely examines the effects of a self-contained instruction without 
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comparing its outcomes to the effects of departmentalization.  Studies have examined the 

trends of scheduling on upper elementary and secondary students.  A limited amount of 

research has been conducted regarding the impact that school organization has on 

primary age learners that are still establishing a foundation of reading skills.  Although 

departmentalization and block scheduling has become a growing trend within elementary 

schools, little research has been conducted exploring the effects of scheduling programs 

on elementary students during their early years of instruction.  Although it is common to 

observe a variety of scheduling methods throughout secondary schools, little research has 

extended its investigations beyond whether departmentalization, or block scheduling, and 

self-contained, also known as traditional scheduling, coexist to examine how it plays a 

role in the social and academic development of students in the primary grades.  

Statement of the Problem 

Elementary school principals must address at least three major issues related to 

scheduling:  providing quality time for teaching and learning; dealing with class size; and 

providing varying learning time for students who learn at different rates (Canady, 2001). 

The amount of literacy skill development can have long lasting effects on a student’s 

reading ability (Kurdek & Sinclair, 2001; Walsh, 2002). The Programme for International 

Student Assessment (PISA) reports that across 75 countries, the gender difference in 

reading, which favors girls, was three times larger than the gender difference in math 

(Stoet & Geary, 2013). Two out of every three students in U.S. schools have reading 

proficiencies below the level needed to adequately do grade level work (Allington, 2011).  

According to the National Center for Education Statistics (2013), The Nation’s Report 

Card reported no significant gains in reading for students in the fourth grade between 
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2008 and 2012. The report also reveals that 65% of fourth-graders are performing at a 

basic or below basic level of literacy.  In Texas, student retention decreased in every 

grade except for grade 2 in 2010-2011.  Retention rates also increased from the previous 

year in Grades 2, 3, 9, 10, and 11 in 2011-2012 (Texas Education Agency, 2013).  

Increased expectations from governmental agencies for students to perform well on 

standardized tests has led schools to seek alternative solutions to the traditional classroom 

in hopes of raising achievement scores and establishing more opportunities for learning. 

In 1965, the Educational Research Service reported that less than half of the 400 

school systems surveyed used departmentalization (block scheduling) in the elementary 

schools (American Association of School Administrators, 1965, p.1).  By 1983 the topic 

of schedule restructuring resurfaced when the publication of A Nation at Risk reported a 

belief that the schedule of instruction impacts the level of student achievement in core 

subjects.  Rogers and Palardy’s (2001) study of the examination of the horizontal 

organizational patterns and grouping strategies of classrooms in grades K-6 in six 

southeastern states suggests that the amount of self-contained classes dropped at each 

successive grade level from 92 percent in kindergarten to 30 percent in sixth grade. 

Departmentalization was originally developed to assist upper elementary students in 

grades 4-6 with the transition to middle school (Lamme, 1976). However, the 

introduction of departmentalization instruction has begun to occur as young as 

kindergarten (Chang, Munoz, & Koshewa, 2008). According to Alspaugh and Harting 

(1995) a decline in achievement during the transition year can be expected for all grade 

spans as schools convert from self-contained classrooms.  
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The level of reading achievement that children have attained by the end of second 

grade seems to be a more powerful predictor of reading achievement than reading 

attainment at the end of first grade (Spira, Bracken, & Fischel, 2005).  The revision of 

literacy schedules in a grade, such as grade two, in which the learner begins progressing 

from beginning to transitional reading, can increase the likelihood of less time devoted to 

the mastery of specific literacy skills.  Each minute of a school day is significant and can 

affect student success.  

More effective strategies are needed to increase the comprehension levels of 

students nationally.  Schools nationwide have seen again and again how a well-crafted 

schedule can result in more effective use of time, improved instructional climate and 

assist in establishing desired programs and instructional practices (Lewis, 1999). A 

literacy framework that includes well-developed, small group instruction coupled with 

effective, whole-group literacy teaching provides teachers with an opportunity to focus 

on their teaching rather than script their teaching (Fisher & Frey, 2007).  According to 

Scott et al. (2009), activities that would meet children where they are should be authentic, 

motivational, focused and differentiated (i.e., strategies that teach specific skills in 

reading and writing that kids need and will serve them well).   

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to analyze the reading comprehension data for second 

graders in an urban school who receive literacy instruction in self-contained and 

departmentalized classrooms.  The present study is intended to measure the amount of 

growth in reading comprehension experienced by second graders from a school in a 

metropolitan area who received instruction in either a self-contained or departmentalized 
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classroom.  The quantitative study will be conducted using data collected during the 

2011-2012 school year from periodic benchmarks, grade reports, and district assessments 

developed to measure comprehension on second grade literacy skills.  Each of the two 

groups of students received identical balanced literacy lessons with basal readers in the 

method of either self-contained instruction or departmentalized instruction.  The study 

will also investigate the teachers’ attitudes, beliefs, and preparation for teaching literacy 

in their respective schedules for any influence it may potentially have on the outcomes of 

student comprehension levels. 

Research Questions and Hypotheses 

The study will be guided by the following research questions: 

 Research Question 1:  What effect does receiving balanced literacy instruction in 

a self-contained or departmentalized classroom have on the reading comprehension of 

second graders as measured by district assessments? 

 Research Question 2:  Are there gender differences in the observed reading 

comprehension of second graders with regard to a self-contained or departmentalized 

classroom? 

 Ad hoc inquiry:  In addition, the research will qualitatively examine the teachers’ 

experiences, perceptions, and opinions about self-contained and departmentalized 

instruction in the implementation and academic outcomes of the instructional 

organization of the classroom.   

All students that receive balanced literacy are expected to produce the same 

academic results.  It is hypothesized that there will be no difference in reading growth 

between students that received departmentalized instruction and students that received 
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self-contained instruction.  Because students from both genders will be receiving the 

same balanced literacy program, it is hypothesized that there will be no difference in 

achievement between the females receiving self-contained and departmentalized 

instruction; however there will be a difference between males that received self-contained 

and departmentalized instruction.  Each of the second grade teachers will be using the 

same literacy materials and lesson plans, however supplemental interviews will 

investigate classroom implementation and instructional practices for teachers that taught 

in a second grade self-contained classroom and a second grade departmentalized 

classroom. 

Definition of Terms 

The following are the operational definitions used in the study: 
 
Self-contained:  An approach in which the teacher acts as a generalist, and carries 

responsibility for the curriculum all day (McGrath & Rust, 2002).  This is most common 

in elementary schools, and in this case, the teacher is responsible for one set of students 

that remains in the classroom all day for all academic subjects. 

Departmentalization: A scheduling structure in which teachers teach in their subject area 

of specialization and students move from one classroom to another for instruction (Del 

Viscio & Muffs, 2007; Hackmann, 2004).   

Balanced Literacy:  Balanced reading instruction usually means a combination of whole 

language and phonics approaches (Stoicheva, 1999).  An eclectic, modifiable, research-

based approach to language arts instruction that is designed to address students’ needs 

and strengths through the teacher’s principled provision of explicit instruction in 

conjunction with predominantly uncontrived reading and writing experiences (Duffy, 
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2001).  During balanced literacy instruction, a combination of activities (shared reading, 

read aloud, phonics, vocabulary, independent reading) is structured into a “block of time” 

to build literacy skills. 

Comprehension:  Understanding meaning by recognizing words and their meanings, 

activating relevant background knowledge, and generating inferences as information is 

integrated during the course of reading (Nation & Angell, 2006).  Comprehension is 

viewed as much more complex process involving knowledge, experience, thinking, and 

teaching.  It depends heavily on knowledge—both about the world at large and the 

worlds of language and print.  Comprehension inherently involves inferential and 

evaluative thinking, not just literal reproduction of the author’s words (Fielding & 

Pearson, 1994). 

Basal Readers:  It is an “eclectic approach” to reading that provides some instruction in 

phonics with some works of literature.  Consistent with meaning approaches, Basal 

approaches usually stress meaning, use of context for intelligent guessing, and whole 

word recognition as the basis for instruction (Ashworth, 1999).   

Developmental Reading Assessment:  A teacher-administered assessment that identifies 

students' instructional level, along with their strengths and weaknesses in reading. Once 

teachers calculate and interpret scores, the data can purportedly be used to inform, and 

possibly individualize, instruction (McCarty & Christ, 2010). 

Significance of the Study 

 This study is significant because it contributes to the effectiveness of balanced 

literacy instruction in different learning environments.  It provides preliminary evidence 

of whether a balanced literacy approach is more beneficial in self-contained classrooms 
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or departmentalized classrooms prior to third grade.  It also reveals if this literacy 

approach is more impactful in a self-contained or departmentalized second grade 

according to gender.  There is no research regarding the effects of balanced literacy in 

self-contained and departmentalized classrooms in the second grade.  There is also no 

research regarding how reading instruction in self-contained and departmentalized 

classrooms effect comprehension levels, so this will be newly documented information.  

Results from the study will provide understanding about whether the method of 

scheduling would be useful in the comprehension outcomes of literacy instruction in 

second grade.  Additional results will also provide insight into whether teachers’ 

preparation for literacy instruction within different scheduling methods, as well as their 

perceptions regarding their literacy schedule would be influential in the outcomes of 

student comprehension.  Implications of this study can be generalized for other schools 

and districts to follow.  Chapter 2 addresses the need for the study and reveals a gap in 

the literature regarding the effects of scheduling design on reading comprehension in 

lower elementary. 

 

 



Chapter II  

Review of the Literature 

 
Introduction 

The current study involves second graders receiving balanced literacy instruction 

in either a self-contained or departmentalized classroom setting.  As previously 

mentioned, a self-contained classroom is an environment in which the teacher acts as a 

generalist and carries responsibility for the curriculum all day (McGrath & Rust, 2002).  

A departmentalized classroom is an environment in which teachers teach in their subject 

area of specialization and students move from one classroom to another for instruction 

(Del Viscio & Muffs, 2007; Hackmann, 2004).  These learning environments were used 

to structure balanced literacy lessons that foster comprehension achievement within 

second grade classrooms.  The review of the literature focused around factors that may 

impact results on student comprehension levels.  Literature was reviewed regarding 

sociocultural learning, historical approaches to comprehension instruction, factors that 

influence comprehension instruction, balanced literacy, basal readers, and research 

regarding self-contained and departmentalized instruction.  

Theoretical Framework:   Sociocultural Learning Theory 

Sociocultural theory, originated by researcher Lev Vygotsky and his collaborators 

in Russia in the 1920s and 1930s, is based on his belief that physical, technological, 

socio-economical, and intellectual environments and their complex interdependency 

determine the individual’s possibilities (Van Der Veer, 2007).  Their approaches are 

based on the concept that human activities take place in cultural contexts, are mediated 

by language and other symbol systems, and can be best understood when investigated in 



12 
 

their historical development (John-Steiner & Mahn, 1996).  Sociocultural learning 

theories combine sociological and anthropological ideas with a branch of psychological 

theory that locates human learning in social interaction (Knapp, 2008; Penuel & Wertsch, 

1995).  Activities, tasks, functions, and understandings do not exist in isolation; they are 

part of broader systems of relations in which they have meaning.  These systems of 

relations arise out of and are reproduced and developed within social communities, which 

are in part systems of relations among persons (Daniels, 1996).  According to Van Der 

Veer (2007), Vygotsky argued that individual and environment should not be viewed as 

distinct, separate factors that can in some way be added up to explain the individual’s 

development and behavior.  Rather, we should conceive of individual and environment as 

factors that mutually shape each other in a spiral process of growth.  The milieu of 

frameworks and approaches that are rooted in sociocultural theory share the concept that 

learning is viewed as an essentially social process situated within cultural, institutional, 

and historical contexts (Knapp, 2008). 

 Vygtosky believed that these approaches to learning should concentrate on the 

practice of social cooperation to form one’s identity, establish a zone of proximal 

development (ZPD) for instruction, and develop language skills.  As an aspect of social 

practice, learning involves the whole person; it implies not only a relation to specific 

activities, but a relation to social communities—it implies becoming a full participant, a 

member, a kind of person (Penuel & Wertsch, 1995; Van Der Veer, 2007).  Vygotsky 

wrote that both levels in the child’s development must be defined to know the relation 

between the child’s process of development and the possibilities of instruction (Daniels, 

1996). Defining the “zone” that a child is performing in instructionally, in addition to the 
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range of possible development is thought to serve as a blueprint for planning specific 

instruction.  By applying the principle of cooperation for establishing the zone of 

proximal development, it becomes possible to study directly what determines most 

precisely the mental maturation that must be realized in the proximal and subsequent 

periods of the stages of development (Reiber, 1998).    

At the core of Vygotskian sociocultural theory is the centrality of the human 

activities of language acquisition (Ajayi, 2005).  A claim amongst sociocultural theorists 

is that the relationships between individuals form a basis for cognitive and linguistic 

mastery.  This process, whether in the classroom or elsewhere, includes transmission, 

construction, transaction, and transformation in a continuing, complex interplay (John-

Steiner & Mahn, 1996).  Active social interaction that builds language acquisition is 

believed to link spoken and written language, and serve as a foundation for reading 

development.  

The correlation between social and academic development.  The outlook of 

children in the twenty-first century is a reflection of the changing dynamic of society 

around them.  In the midst of sociocultural research is a narrow focus of how a child’s 

social competence and cultural identity affects the instructional dynamics of learning.  

Educators and researchers have begun to concentrate on closing achievement gaps that 

have been reported to exist between the urban learner and his middle-class peers.  One 

approach has been to focus on the student’s social capital and the weight of impact it 

carries on academic success.  Goddard (2003) suggests that social capital can be 

understood as a collective resource that can facilitate the academic success of students in 

a school.  Schools that are observed as exhibiting high levels of social capital had higher 
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pass rates for their students on the high-stakes state-mandated assessments of 

mathematics and writing (Goddard, 2003).  Although there were high concentrations of 

impoverished minority students, it is unclear whether socioeconomic status determines 

the amount of social capital that is needed.  Elias and Haynes (2008), suggest that urban 

elementary students need social-emotional competence for adequate school performance 

amongst high-risk students with academic gaps.  Feeling socially competent and 

supported within the school environment empowers the elementary student to experience 

feelings of academic competence and confidence.  Elias and Haynes (2008) report, 

Children’s ability to regulate their emotions when frustrated, 
puzzled, or dejected, or beset with pervasive feeling of 
hopelessness or anger clearly will the energy they can  
devote to learning, even when presented with rigorous 
and empirically supported academic curricula (p. 476). 
 

Social and academic competencies develop simultaneously in the learning environment, 

and each competency affects the other.  Being fully aware of classroom relationships can 

influence students’ instructional performance when engaging in cooperative activities and 

academic projects.  Cappella et al. (2012) suggests that urban elementary children in 

classrooms that have more peer connections, have teachers who share students’ 

perspectives of peer relationships, and classrooms that have positive emotional climates 

threads possess stronger social networking threads. The need to belong to a peer group or 

to have a relationship with an adult at school is strong in students (Swaminathan, 2004).  

Studies suggest that interpersonal relationships and networking amongst peers can 

influence the level of academic success experienced by learners and vice versa.  As 

children develop and mature, their views on social acceptance regarding academic 

achievement also change. Although the primary grade elementary students (K-2) are 
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socially cohesive yet academically competitive, as they get older they perceive the 

classroom environment as less socially cohesive, less difficult and less academically 

competitive (LaRocque, 2008). Welsh et al. (2001) found in a three year study of 

elementary children that academic competence consistently leads to social competency 

from first to second grade with a reciprocal pattern of influence emerging between social 

and academic competence from second to third grade.  The social interactions that 

students engage in with peers and adults within school are often reflective of the 

interpersonal relationships and social circles outside of school.   

The general desire for social acceptance by peer groups is emulated by the general 

desire for academic acceptance within the curriculum.  The level of student engagement 

and success are often in response to their ability to relate to the existing curriculum.  

Student perceptions of existing curriculums have also been studied so that instructional 

adjustments can occur to increase academic engagement and address the needs of 

learners.  A sense of academic acknowledgement and inclusion within the curriculum can 

create a sense of acceptance and ownership for students. Student empowerment links 

literacy with the power dynamics in our society, and it is the key to student engagement 

and success (Bambino, 2005).   

Swaminathan (2004) found that students’ affinity to school is based on what they 

perceive to be spaces where they can grow without physical and emotional fear, where 

they feel valued, respected, and have opportunities to build alliances both in school and 

outside within the community.  Cleovoulou’s (2008) study of five elementary classes 

reveal that student grouping, teacher language, tone and mode of questioning, content 

material and cultural and personal connectedness contribute to social inclusion.  
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Cleovoulou also found that teaching methods that do not permit students to actively 

engage in their learning and that exclude students’ cultural knowledge and experiences 

are likely to result in student resistance and exclusion from classroom life. 

Historical Development of Comprehension Instruction 

 The evolution of reading instruction has involved the intense research and gradual 

development of specific literacy components that are expected to cultivate a stronger 

reader with each new approach.  One of the ultimate goals of reading is for all strategies 

to collectively lead to the mastery of comprehension. 

 In the late nineteenth century, psychologists began to study the processes of 

reading comprehension using experimental methods.  However, by the early part of the 

twentieth century, the institution of standardized testing caused researchers to shift their 

focus from experimental psychology to human performance and skills (testing and 

teaching).  According to Edward Thorndike’s early twentieth century research on reading 

comprehension tests, comprehensions is similar to mathematical solving—taking the 

right elements from a situation and applying them in the right relationship with the right 

weight, force, and influence.  As the education of reading evolved, so did the 

comprehension component.  With the intensity of standardized assessment increasing, 

educators of the 1920s began debating the benefits of oral and silent reading when it 

involved assisting students.  This topic impacted comprehension instruction for teachers 

until the National Society for School Educators (NSSE) officially promoted the 

utilization of both skills in reading instruction in their 1925 publication, Yearbook.   

 Throughout the latter half of the twentieth century and into the twenty-first 

century, comprehension has taken on a form of its own that leads researchers on a quest 
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for the best and most efficient methods to ensure quality comprehension instruction for 

all learners. 

1950s-1960s Comprehension:  Behavior tasks.  The Depression era of the 1930s 

and the war years of the 1940s left little financial support for reading comprehension 

research.  However, by the late 1950s, a resurgence of reading studies began, most 

notably with Project Literacy at Cornell University.  Its focus on letter recognition and 

letter-sound correspondence spawned new studies in comprehension.  Research began a 

gradual shift from studying measurement to the information processing and behaviors 

that fostered learning.  Lyman C. Hunt’s (1957) test analysis of the Davis Reading 

Comprehension Tests revealed that the vocabulary questions did contribute to 

comprehension, therefore promoting the belief that vocabulary and word study needed to 

be studied to strengthen comprehension instruction.   

 By the 1960s, the launch of the Russian spacecraft Sputnik caused more attention 

and financing to be funneled to mathematics and science education in U.S. schools, 

however reading continued evolving, most notably from a linguistic and language 

experience perspective.  Researchers were also discovering that as reading approaches 

were changing, the assessments and benchmarks were remaining stagnant.  Alshan’s 

(1964) test analysis of the 2nd edition of the Davis Reading Tests yielded small amounts 

of reliability on its comprehension questions. 

 Throughout the 1960s, behavior tasks also became a primary focus for developing 

comprehension.  Smith (1965) declared that the definition of reading was composed of a 

combination of comprehension sub skills (such as sequencing, predicting, drawing 

conclusions, etc.) coupled with decoding skills.  Bruner (1966) encouraged that during 
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the reading readiness stage, comprehension instruction should “wait.”  Instead he 

recommended the development of conceptual and perceptual vocabulary during the 

reading readiness stage by implementing activities, such as picture discussions, that 

fostered thinking processes that would contribute to later comprehension development.  

Chall’s (1967) results from the extensive research of literacy components on the First 

Grade Studies project promoted a combination of sight word activities, vocabulary tasks, 

and phonics skills to build a foundation for developing comprehension.  Davis (1968), 

creator of the F. B. Davis Reading Tests, concluded from a test analysis of his questions 

that once the basic mechanics of reading are taught, instruction should focus on 

inferencing, prediction, sequencing, vocabulary instruction, and author’s mood, tone, and 

purpose to fully develop comprehension.  As numerous commercial and government 

reading programs and initiatives emerged, Bloom (1968) also encouraged the 

incorporation of behavioral task modifications to stimulate mastery learning within 

programmed instruction for all learners.  This recommendation was reflected in the 

diversifying of activities and creation of reading programs whose purpose was to target 

learners from different demographics. 

1970s-2000s Comprehension:  From product to process.  The 1970s began 

another transition in reading comprehension instruction that shifted from emphasizing the 

finished product of reading mastery to emphasis on the reading process that led to 

comprehension.  More attention was given to reading strategies that could be applied with 

multiple styles of text and less on isolated comprehension skills that would generate a 

recall of events from the reading.  Research began to study the cognitive processing 

through the use of constructive means.  Instruction also concentrated on accessing the 
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learner’s prior knowledge and active use of working memory to build comprehension.  

Reading programs that fostered activities that centered on cognitive development 

continued throughout the remainder of the twentieth century. 

 Ransom (1974) recommended a “Spiraling Reading Curriculum” that included a 

spiraling taxonomy of reading skills that were taught with activities that would develop 

students’’ listening, speaking, reading, and writing.  Wittrock (1974) promoted what was 

referred to as Generative Processes.  This involved using semantic clues to trigger prior 

knowledge and information in one’s working memory to produce constructive meaning.  

Wittrock believed that individual constructive meaning was a measure of a reader’s level 

of comprehension.  Wittrock, Marks, and Doctorow (1978) found that the use of simple 

sight words, paragraph subtitles, and written summarization of each paragraph after 

reading was an example of the use of generative processes.  These generative processes 

were found to activate meaning construction in middle school readers, which resulted in 

increased comprehension. 

 The 1980s extended its research of cognitive processes to an emphasis on 

metacognition, or the flexibility of a reader to adapt and incorporate a particular strategy 

to build meaning.  As studies began examining the constructive processes, there was a 

narrow focus on the use of working memory to recall information.  Oakhill’s (1982) 

study of seven and eight year old readers yielded definitive outcomes.  Oakhill revealed 

that after listening to stories, the students that were considered to be more skilled 

comprehenders used their working memory of sentences from the story to construct 

meaning for comprehension of the study.   
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 Studies also began to recognize the impact that test language and author’s purpose 

had on comprehension.  In a comparative study of Polish readers and English readers, 

Danks and Kurcz (1984) discovered that when between-syntactic, semantic, and factual 

information was violated within text, that English readers used a diffused strategy of 

recalling the gist of a text to gain a broad understanding its context, while Polish readers 

relied primarily on prefixes and suffixes for meaning and understanding. 

 Throughout the 1990s, research and instruction continued to expand its cognitive 

and metacognitive focus to the learner’s schemata, or prior knowledge, and its influence 

on comprehension.  Instruction began to focus on the reader being able to read for 

understanding and connection to the text instead of mastery.  The learner now became an 

additional source for understanding.  Reading comprehension was viewed broadly as a 

generative process similar to writing in which readers built relations among parts of the 

texts, and between the texts and what they know, believe, and experience.  Teachers also 

became facilitators responsible for fostering cognitive and metacognitive processes 

instead of commanders of strict and direct instruction. 

 Dole et al. (1991) considered a cognitive comprehension curriculum to be one that 

developed strategies for determining importance, predicting, inferring, sequencing, 

generating questions, and self-monitor comprehension, also known as metacognition.  

Fielding and Pearson (1994) recommended that an effective comprehension program was 

one that:  (1) allowed students large amounts of time for reading, (2) incorporated peer 

and collaborative learning, and (3) allowed student discussions of texts with peers and 

with teachers.  Comprehension-building activities began involving for student-centered 

tasks and engagement that would encourage more heterogeneous interpretations of texts 
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that were rooted in student background and prior knowledge.  Crain-Thorenson’s (1996) 

assessment of kindergartners and second grader’s listening and comprehension revealed 

that phonemic confusion, rhyme, and alliteration did not affect their ability to recall the 

gist of a text that was read to them. 

Early 21st century comprehension: Process integration.  The twenty-first 

century witnessed a natural metamorphosis that led to process integration.  Researchers 

began to discover that instruction began integrating constructive, cognitive, and 

metacognitive processes with programs and interventions to be able to successfully 

develop reading comprehension.  According to Mudzielwana (2013), teachers should 

organize their comprehension instruction by: (1) examining texts for rigor, level of 

questioning and vocabulary; (2) teach learners to set a purpose for reading, provide 

questions and connections to motivate learners, pre-teach key vocabulary concepts, relate 

texts to learners’ lives; (3) deepen learners’ understanding by modeling text reading; (4) 

provide multiple opportunities for learners to read and interact with text; and (5) allow for 

reflection on learners’ responses to instruction to plan for deeper teaching opportunities. 

Educators have integrated processes into a variety of instructional approaches to 

stimulate learning and increase comprehension.  Rubman and Waters (2000) found that 

third graders and sixth graders that constructed storyboards after reading texts were able 

to orally comprehend with more detail and score higher on recall tests than students who 

did not construct storyboards.  Rapp and van den Broek (2005) encouraged an integrated 

approach, known as Dynamic Text Comprehension (DTC).  With DTC, multiple theories 

for each component of comprehension were blended, and as the ongoing reading process 
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occurred, concepts during reading were activated as needed to integrate reader’s 

background and text features to build understanding.   

Student performance of specific literacy components were also being used to 

predict reading comprehension abilities to prevent struggling during reading 

development.  Johnston, Barnes, and Desroschers (2008) stated that components, such as 

decoding, inferencing, and listening comprehension serve as predictors of text 

comprehension.  Poor performance in these areas can denote struggles w/text 

comprehension.  Scull (2010) observed that the integration of decoding and 

comprehension within the lessons of sixteen Reading Recovery teachers fostered a 

collaborative role between student and teacher to guide students to combine thought 

processes to enhance understanding and interpret meaning.   

In the wake of technology integration, educators and researchers have begun to 

study the best comprehension practices that are needed to assist readers in the 

comprehension of texts from a variety of mediums that exist in cyberspace as well as in 

print.  Woolley (2010) observed reading classrooms and recommended that successful 

comprehenders can integrate visual interpretations, or the use of images and visualizing 

of a story, with verbal techniques, or discussion that is based on text recall and prior 

knowledge.  Coiro (2011) revealed through observations of literacy lessons taught using 

websites, that the implementation of a modeling/guided practice/reflection lesson design 

can assist students in the transferring of cognitive metacognitive processes used during 

think-alouds in written texts to online sources found on electronic devices and the world 

wide web.  Reading programs and instructional frameworks have begun to include 
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technology components to increase opportunities for building comprehension between 

printed text and electronic sources. 

Factors That Influence Comprehension Achievement 

Teacher beliefs and preparation.  School climate and the perceptions that 

teachers and administrators have of students can impact the amount of academic 

progress.  A number of teachers in poor-urban schools embody the belief that student 

underachievement is a result of circumstance outside the realm of educational control 

(e.g., lack of parental support, teen pregnancy, lack of technology, lack of funds, 

economic struggles of the home, school, and/or local community, lack of student ability) 

(Belfiore, et al., 2005).  The reality is that children’s literacy and language abilities 

cannot be determined by their economic status (Lazar, 2007).  As the need for teachers 

and administrators continue to grow in schools as a result of teacher attrition and working 

conditions, educators must learn to look beyond any obstacles that students encounter 

because of their environment. Establishing and preserving a connection to urban students 

and their families requires far beyond the implementation of pedagogical techniques 

(Corbett, 2010). Lazar (2007) reports that pre-service teachers who took diversity-

oriented teacher education courses and had positive field experiences in urban schools 

believed in children’s literacy abilities and expressed more interest in teaching in urban 

schools.  Consequently, the field prioritizes the perspective of teacher candidates who are 

uncomfortable with urban settings and diverse learners.  Drawing from the experiences 

from familiar pre-service teachers has the power to contribute to a support system toward 

teacher candidates who are better prepared for the reality of working in urban settings, 

along with suburbs that are becoming more diverse (Hill, 2012).   Han’s (2010) survey of 
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teachers’ perceptions of sociocultural influence on the social competence of 

kindergarteners show that White American teachers believe multicultural education 

promotes color-blind teaching, and that they possess varying degrees of awareness about 

the role of cultural differences in social competence ranging from a superficial 

understanding to acceptance.  These same teachers also report varying degrees of cultural 

knowledge about different ethnic cultures, and most admit that information regarding 

culture is obtained from professional development.  The study was limited to a small 

number of teachers, and no feedback was requested from teachers from other cultures to 

compare the amount of cultural knowledge and understanding. As teachers plan for 

individualized instruction that targets specific strategies, they should also be aware of 

environmental factors within the classroom that influence social and academic 

perceptions of students.  Catsambis et al. (2012) finds that in addition to an early 

childhood program that places more girls in high ability groups than boys, they discover 

an overrepresentation of African-American and Hispanic students in the low reading 

groups, with the teachers rating these students as having low reading skills and less 

positive learning behaviors.  As the culture is established within a classroom, teachers 

also have to be conscious of the cultural interactions and expectations outside of the 

classroom.  In a study comparing urban and rural reading teachers, Ortlieb and Cheek 

(2008) find that, unlike rural reading teachers, urban reading teachers directly 

communicate with parents through conferences, phone calls, and notes; serve as the 

primary disciplinarian instead of the principal, incorporate individualized learning 

opportunities to assist strugglers; and often repeat reading lessons due to high student 

mobility.   
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 In a truly balanced literacy program, how you teach is just as important as what 

you teach (Iaquinta, 2006).  Balanced literacy has been widely accepted as a necessary 

framework in language arts instruction, however some teachers hold the belief that some 

components garner more support and attention than others.  A study by Bingham and 

Hall-Kenyon (2013) reveals that 95% of teachers endorse a skills-based philosophy 

rooted in a balanced theoretical orientation regarding how children develop reading skills 

and how reading should be taught.  Findings also reveal that kindergarten, first, and 

second grade teachers suggest that phonological awareness, concepts of print and the 

alphabetic principle skills are more important, while third to sixth-grade teachers see 

comprehension skills as more important.  These variations in balanced literacy are a 

reflection of teachers’ differing levels of support and their commitment to meeting the 

needs of their learners.   

Schools have begun incorporating additional instructional support and 

professional development to equip teachers with strategies to reduce the number of 

obstacles that readers may encounter as a consequence for being disconnected to the 

literacy materials provided by publishers. Cooter (2000) suggests that the true benchmark 

for expertise in teaching is enabling urban children to continue to become more literate 

than ever before and at greater levels of proficiency.  Literacy extends beyond the 

language arts lesson, and teachers from all subject areas have discovered a need to be 

properly equipped with an arsenal of literacy-based strategies to integrate within lessons 

that can improve literacy development and foster a deeper understanding of content. A 

closer examination of some literacy programs reveals a trend of implementing teacher 

education workshops and meetings about specific literacy practices before educating the 
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student.  The continuous professional development for teachers and strategies for urban 

literacy coaches are expected to empower teachers with the ability to stay abreast of the 

constantly changing trends in literacy development that can improve their students’ 

acquisition of reading skills (Blachowicz et al., 2010).  According to Kennedy and Shiel 

(2010), a multifaceted, collaborative professional development intervention that uses a 

range of strategies, tools, and methodologies and raises literacy standards can offer 

teachers greater instructional self-efficacy and deeper knowledge about how to 

implement a research-based, balanced literacy framework while also responding to the 

needs of individual students and small groups.  To discern the appropriate path for their 

students, teachers must be knowledgeable about language and literacy issues, be adept at 

seeking and critically evaluating information, and be able to relate these understanding to 

their daily working knowledge of their students (Heydon et al., 2005).  Collaboration 

with teachers consistently, offering feedback, and debriefing with teachers about 

assessments in a timely manner can foster modifications needed to address strugglers 

(Walker-Dalhouse et al., 2010).   

Gender differences in reading development.  As educators develop new 

approaches to reading and amend current approaches to assist twenty-first century 

learners, outcomes in past literacy programs have also highlighted noticeable differences 

in reading development between males and females that have caused researchers to 

further examine the origins of yet another uncompromising factor that promotes 

individualized instruction.  The National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) 

data reports a significant gender gap in reading achievement that consistently favors girls 

across fourth, eighth, and twelfth grades between 1992 and 2003.  The report continues to 
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recommend that only by further disaggregation of data by gender within schools and 

districts can there be a closer look at the problem in a meaningful way (Klecker, 2006).  

The learning differences between girls and boys extend across the globe throughout a 

variety of languages and instructional techniques.  Significantly more boys can be found 

at the lower end (5th quartile) whereas girls are more frequently at the higher end (95th 

quartile) (Lundberg et al., 2012, Prado & Plourde, 2011).  The United States and other 

countries that had females outscoring males between 30 and 50 points on standardized 

reading tests also had greater within-school gender differences that were related to higher 

academic pressure, more conducive student behavior, less conducive teacher behavior, a 

poor student-teacher relationship, and a less positive sense of belonging to school (Ma, 

2008).  By 2009 it was discovered that the bottom 5 percent of boys in reading skills 

scored 50 points lower than the bottom 5 percent of girls (Stoet & Geary, 2013).  

Girls are recognized as employing cognitive strategies to make reading text more 

comprehensible and indulge in more leisure reading than boys as early as the primary 

years of schooling (Griva et al., 2012).  Catsambis et al. (2012) find that although an 

equal percentage of girls and boys are placed in average groups, only 31% of boys are 

found in high reading groups, compared to 39.4% of girls.  The areas of gender 

development that impact reading development are perceived by sociocognitive theorists 

to embody similar elements that support their beliefs.  According to Bandura and Bussey 

(1999), the gender conceptions and role behavior are the products of a broad network of 

social influences operating both familially and in the many societal systems encountered 

in everyday life.  They also promote the belief that socio-cognitively, gender 

development is promoted by modeling, enactive experience, direct tuition, and the way in 
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which the information conveyed is cognitively processed.  By age six children are 

expected to be aware of their gender and begin to behave in expected gender roles.  

Gender expectation, also known as gender schema, is a result of interactions with the 

environment.  Once the schema is developed, children are expected to behave in ways 

consistent with traditional gender roles (Bussey & Bandura, 1999). Many of the activities 

performed are a result of gender labeling and preferences that are fostered by parental and 

teacher influence.      

Although statistics within the last forty years have established specific amounts of 

achievement differences, assessment instruments utilized in the 20th century that first 

reported the growing gap between male and female reading achievement have come 

under criticism for its questioning level of accuracy and validity.  The more pronounced 

achievement gap in favor of girls for assessments conducted in the early 1970s and early 

1990s are suspected to show a growing gap as a result of the variation in the scaling of 

the reading scores (Lietz, 2006).  The lack of uniformity amongst reading scales has 

caused researchers to examine the results of assessments that report disproportionate 

amounts of reading difficulties between males and females.  After a comparative analysis 

of students with a history of reading difficulties with students that did not have a history 

of reading difficulties, Hawke et al. (2009) discovered there was little difference between 

the average scores of males and females, however there was a significantly greater 

difference between the oral reading performance of males and females when assessing for 

reading difficulties.  

Research regarding the effects of gender differences on reading achievement has 

yielded mixed outcomes as a result of the variety of assessments used and the specific 
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literacy skills examined.  Although a number of theoretical explanations have been 

proposed to account for gender differences in phonological awareness, auditory 

processing, behavior, neurology, variability in cognitive ability, scores, and moderation, 

there does not appear that any single explanation wholly accounts for gender differences 

in reading ability, and that gender, as a variable, is not a strong or consistent predictor of 

reading success (Limbrick et al., 2011). In recent years, researchers have closely 

examined specific components of literacy development recommended by the National 

Reading Panel for differences in acquisition, growth, and mastery.  A closer study of the 

phonological awareness of six year olds (Lundberg et. al, 2012) finds more boys with 

very low initial scores and more girls with the top scores and more improvement between 

testing periods.  Logan and Johnston (2010) suggest the use of synthetic phonics for boys 

because it is less reliant on skills acquired before school, there are different cognitive 

skills being utilized compared to other approaches, and because there is a strong 

emphasis on phonics rules, which is more attuned to boys’ natural learning styles.  Wang 

et al. (2011) find that second grade girls have a better oral reading performance than boys 

in reading achievement; however there are no statistically significant differences in the 

amount of growth in reading rate between girls and boys. When explicit instruction is 

implemented, growth occurs for both males and females.  A study of explicit literacy 

instruction by Prado and Plourde (2011) yield minimal difference in comprehension 

growth between fourth grade girls and fourth grade boys, in spite of the fact that the girls’ 

scores began and remained higher than the boys.  A measure of the phonemic awareness 

and oral reading by Below et al. (2010) for indicators of basic early literacy skills reveal 

small gender differences in kindergarten in the areas of initial sound, fluency, letter 

 



30 
 

identification, and nonsense word fluency; however girls scored significantly better in 

phoneme segmentation until first grade when both genders began making similar gains.  

The study also reveals that there are no significant differences in oral reading between 

first and third grades, however by fourth grade girls begin scoring significantly higher 

than boys.  By fifth grade there are no significant differences in performance.  Although 

trends are discovered, little research secures the occurrence of a consistent gap between 

genders. Studies reveal that although girls are statistically scoring higher in reading 

initially upon entering school, growth still occurs for both genders, and the gap fluctuates 

throughout early literacy development according to the development of literacy subskills. 

There have been studies that have attempted to correlate gender literacy gaps, 

specifically for boys, to influential factors that can affect one’s lifetime approach to 

literacy and amount of achievement.  An analysis of fifth and sixth-grade reading 

preferences found that the higher a parents’ education, the greater the child’s attitude 

towards reading, while the lower the parents’ occupational background, the more reading 

difficulties the child encountered (Griva et al., 2012).  Studies also link the existing 

gender differences in literacy development to individual motivation, attitudes, and 

preferences as children progress through literacy education with little focus on individual 

learners’ backgrounds and amount of prior knowledge.  Much of the research conducted 

has yielded varying results in favor of both males and females being more motivated than 

their counterparts.  Although girls between the ages of eight to twelve show higher levels 

of reading enjoyment and achievement than boys of the same age, there are minimal 

differences in self-efficacy by gender (Pajares, 2002; Smith et al., 2012).   McGeown et 

al. (2012) finds no sex differences in reading skill and motivation for girls and boys aged 
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eight to eleven, however girls had significantly higher intrinsic reading motivation in the 

areas of reading efficacy and involvement.  They continued to find that responses to 

motivational differences, which are better explained by gender identity, reveal that girls 

and boys identify with their stereotypical gender traits.  By grades three to five, reading 

ability and interest has been found to be associated with self-perception.  Boys’ 

competency beliefs in reading and intrinsic motivation are more closely associated with 

their level of reading skill compared with girls (Logan & Johnston, 2009; Logan & 

Medford, 2011).  Third-grade girls and boys who are average readers are equally self-

confident about themselves as readers, however boys tend to value reading less (Marinak 

& Gambrell, 2010).  Research correlating reading growth and success to the learner’s 

internal factors and general characteristics of self-perception, motivation, and interest that 

are routinely observed in a specific gender yields mixed results that require further 

exploration.  Research is limited regarding which literacy approaches and programs can 

result in varying levels of self-efficacy, motivation, and achievement according to gender.   

Balanced Literacy 

Although reading has been taught in schools for decades, the acknowledgement of 

a need to study how reading develops began as early as the 1950s. Over the last sixty 

years, research in the development process has shifted its focus from the mental process 

of the learner to the outcomes of instructional practices on the learner.  Undoubtedly, the 

changing beliefs in reading development have produced a host of literacy approaches 

reflective of that era in reading research.  Reading is invariably physiological, 

psychological, and sociological, suggesting the need for an integrated orientation 

(Alvermann et al., 2013).  In 1967 the First-Grade Studies project’s report that students 
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learn to read by a variety of materials, methods, and combination of approaches provided 

the opportunity for more complex learning frameworks that emphasized multiple 

methods for stimulating learners.  By 1996, a balanced literacy approach emerged as one 

compromise to research that debated over the use of a pure phonics approach or a whole 

language approach to reading.  According to Honig (1996), a balanced approach is one 

which combines the language and literature-rich activities associated with whole 

language with explicit teaching of the skills needed to decode words for all children.    

Since the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, it has become an approach that has gained 

acceptance, and a milieu of framework variations are commonly used in schools in hopes 

of targeting a wide range of readers within one classroom.  Stoicheva (1999) suggests 

that curriculum alignment is needed to link instructional content to clearly defined, 

research-based standards, and to leave creative space for teachers to search and find 

balance in their own classrooms.  Studies focusing on the use of balanced literacy have 

become limited within the last decade, however institutions continue to tailor the literacy 

components into a balanced approach that they believe will meet the needs of their 

students.  

Effects of a balanced literacy framework.  Each element in a balanced approach 

should influence the other so that students can be immersed in the practice of reading 

(Rasinski & Padak, 2004).  According to Rasinski and Padak (2004), 

“We call for literacy instruction to become comprehensive in its 
approach and implementation.  To be comprehensive, literacy  
needs to be integrated within the literacy curriculum itself:  
literacy needs to be integrated within all facets of the  
classroom and school, literacy needs to be integrated with the 
home, and literacy needs to be integrated into the life of the 
community itself.” 
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Balanced literacy components are believed to incorporate strategies that foster multiple 

levels of student engagement at all levels of literary competence.  Integrating authentic 

reading and writing activities with explicit skills instruction can foster student 

engagement and develop literacy skills (Wharton-McDonald et al., 1997; Bitter et al., 

2009).   Balancing phonics-based approaches and whole-language approaches allows 

more opportunities for students of varying achievement levels to be met at their 

instructional level through the increased levels of student engagement.  Wharton-

McDonald et al. (1998) observed that the highest achieving first grade classrooms 

provide many opportunities for engagement in authentic reading and writing, cluster 

multiple goals into a single lesson, incorporate scaffolding strategies, foster self-

regulation through literacy behaviors and classroom routines, possess equally high 

expectations for all levels of readers, and establish a clear purpose for literacy practices 

for all students.  Balanced literacy programs can be effective in any grade with the careful 

organization of its complex combination of teacher-initiated and student-initiated 

activities.  As students continue to take more responsibility for their learning, teachers 

transform themselves into facilitators rather than controllers of the curriculum. Ivey et al. 

(2000) discovered that the age-appropriate concoction of free reading activities, teacher 

selected texts, impromptu mini-lessons, and explicit instruction within a structured 

amount of time in the second grade and the sixth grade can customize a balance of 

literacy that strengthens the fusion of multiple approaches.  

Balanced literacy approaches are often differentiated by teachers and 

interventionists to meet the needs of their struggling readers.  Donat (2006) suggests that 

it seems reasonable to conclude that these approaches, each demonstrated as successful 
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for some children, may differentially impact students with different needs.  A study of 

balanced literacy in an urban district by Frey et al. (2005) indicates that teacher-directed 

and student-centered instructional activities are being implemented and that independent 

student work occurs with higher-frequency than did teacher-directed activities.  A more 

individualized combination of phonics and whole-language activities may be prescribed 

to target the needs of students that are either stagnant or struggling as readers.  Balanced 

classrooms reveal both forms of instruction, teaching that is both complicated and 

coherent, as well as tailored to the needs of individual students (Pressley et al., 2002; 

Wharton-McDonald et al., 1998).  In a study of the use of balanced literacy, literacy 

acceleration, and responsive teaching on struggling second graders, Duffy (2001) 

suggests that the use of multiple activities to teach balanced instruction addresses the 

needs of learners at individual levels, particularly low-performing students, in the areas of 

word identification, fluency, reading comprehension, and writing skills.   

Basal readers.  With the emergence of balanced literacy comes the question of 

how basal readers fit into the combination of multiple approaches.  Materials and 

activities from basal series have become a foundation for the framework of balanced 

literacy instruction in elementary classrooms.  Since 1990, the state of Texas as devoted 

billions of dollars to literacy education in elementary classrooms.  Large sums of state 

funds have been devoted to the purchase of state-approved reading textbooks which are 

provided to all elementary teachers (Stephens, 2007).  It is considered to be an eclectic 

approach to reading that combines instruction in phonics with works of literature.  

Consistent with meaning emphasis approaches, basal approaches usually stress meaning, 

use of context for intelligent guessing, and whole word recognition as the basis for 
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instruction (Ashworth, 1999).  Pilonieta’s (2010) analysis of first grade, third grade, and 

fifth grade basal reader series from five publishers discovers that two-thirds of the 

reading programs’ instructional content was research-based strategies, one-third was non-

research-based strategies, and approximately 15% of all strategies was dedicated to 

answering teachers’ questions.  

The inundation of pre-packaged programs that promote the use of basal readers 

has caused experts to closely examine the effectiveness of uniform texts on the authentic 

reader.  Although basal reading programs continue to be used in schools, studies have 

reported results suggesting that student achievement is higher with alternative 

approaches.  In a comparison of the Four Blocks Framework and a Basal Reader 

Approach, Popplewell and Doty (2001) found that second graders that participated in the 

Four Blocks method of interacting with multiple texts in a variety of activities scored 

significantly higher in retelling than second graders that participated in a basal approach 

that used one textbook that was accompanied by worksheets.  Rather than reveal evidence 

of the individual outcomes and growth for individual readers, researchers have studied 

how particular reading programs have affected the general performance of subcategories 

of students at the conclusion of instruction.  Studies that reveal higher achievement for 

students in alternative approaches are limited to the comparison of specific basal 

programs with alternative approaches that are applicable with a variety of materials. 

Choosing a reading basal is now considered to be equivalent to selecting a reading 

curriculum.  By including comprehension strategy instruction, publishers can offer 

students the tools to read, understand, and interact with text (Pilonieta, 2010).  However, 

when teachers are required to use a specific program, it remains necessary to critically 
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reflect upon its relationship to comprehensive understandings of balanced literacy in 

order to address its instructional limitations.  Although basal readers have been studied as 

a reading program or reading curriculum for its effectiveness in reading development, 

little focus has been on the effects of the specific literacy strategies that teachers 

incorporate when using the basal reader as one tool within the balanced literacy approach.  

Skillful teachers use their knowledge of literacy development and literacy processes to 

decide where to go next, independently of the commercial materials they use; when to 

intervene and when not to; when to draw children’s attention to which features of text; 

and how to model and explain strategies in ways that children can make their own 

(Hibbert & Iannacci, 2005; Iaquinta, 2006).   

Although some basal readers are developed using a balanced literacy framework, 

there have been differences in the effects that it has had on the achievement of learners at 

varying stages of reading development.  Donat’s (2006) study of the effects of Reading 

Their Way, a basal-reader based program that combines the use of phonics and whole 

language in ninety-minute blocks of Language Arts direct instruction, reveal that after 

one year of instruction, 68% of the lowest-performing kindergarteners and 63% of the 

lowest-performing first graders met or exceeded the expected reading benchmark.  Basal 

readers have shown improvement in students that are academically at-risk but little 

research reveal an impact on the achievement of students that are already meeting reading 

expectations.  Ashworth (1999) discovered that second-graders who were taught using 

the Direct Instruction method had achievement scores that were 5-13% higher than 

second graders who were taught using a Basal Reading program.  In the upper elementary 

grades, when instructional materials are commonly linked to state standardized test 
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preparation, a content analysis (Stephens, 2007) of eight second through fifth grade basal 

readers reveal that overall informational text occurred 52% of the time, narrative 34% of 

the time, and other genres 14% of the time.  The basal texts exposed students to a variety 

of genres of texts, however it struggled to align with the inconsistent proportions of each 

genre that is tested annually on state-mandated tests.  

Research Studies on Self-Contained and Departmentalized Instruction 

Self-Contained Instruction.  The self-contained classroom organization is 

predicated on the assumption that an elementary school teacher is a Jack (or Jill)-of-all-

trades who is equally strong in all areas of the elementary curriculum (Chan & Jarman, 

2004).  As constructivism is encouraged to be implemented throughout instructional 

methods, Hackmann (2004) argues that constructivist practices may be implemented 

more easily in self-contained elementary classrooms or through the interdisciplinary 

teaming approach commonly used in middle schools. Proponents of self-contained 

instruction believe that one teacher delivering the curriculum to one group of students all 

day builds a teacher-student relationship in which the teacher benefits from knowing a 

student’s strengths and weaknesses.  Supporters also believe that it can create a sense of 

community in a familiar environment for students.  Advocates for a self-contained 

organizational pattern argue that it promotes instruction which is child-centered rather 

than subject-centered (McGrath & Rust, 2002).  The Schools and Staffing Survey (SASS) 

revealed evidence of the amount of time devoted to the core curriculum in self-contained 

instruction:   
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Findings from this report show that combined teacher instructional 
hours in first through fourth-grade English, mathematics, social 
studies, and science increased between the 1987-88 and 2003-04  
school years.  This was due to individual increases in English 
and mathematics instruction. (Morton & Dalton, 2007, p.1). 

 
 Now that base teachers must plan their lessons around the schedules of pull-out 

programs, their responsibilities are compounded (Canady, 1988). This creates a time 

constraint and a lack of flexibility in instructional activities for teachers, which places the 

level of student mastery of a concept to be at risk. The structure of a school day is 

arranged according to a school’s beliefs and the needs of its student population.  All too 

often, teachers are forced to employ creative methods to address the needs of all of the 

diverse levels of learners within a self-contained classroom. 

Departmentalized instruction.  Departmentalization has become a growing 

practice in the restructuring of elementary schools.  A historical study of content 

integration within classrooms by Cooke and Whitmore (1934) reports that educational 

experts and psychologists recommend that reading and language be combined in a 

departmentalized setting as they observed the most frequently taught subject in school to 

be reading.  A number of elementary schools have adopted block scheduling to reduce 

instructional fragmentation, improve discipline, and provide regularly scheduled 

opportunity for learning enrichment (Lewis, 1999).  A growing number of school district 

leaders are transitioning to a variation of a block schedule to maximize instruction and 

increase flexibility during lessons.  Since 1959, the concept of block instruction has 

evolved into a variation of styles that are based on the idea of having larger blocks of 

time to allow for a more flexible and productive classroom environment, along with more 

opportunities for using varied and interactive teaching methods (Irmsher, 1996).   
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Classroom practice and performance.  Findings suggest positive perceptions of 

block scheduling from experienced teachers, but little positive feedback is reported from 

beginning teachers.  According to Santamaria and Thousand (2004), co-teaching offers a 

means for educators to move from feelings of isolation and alienation to feelings of 

community and collaboration, as teaching in isolation is replaced with teaching in 

partnerships.  The existences of instructional collaboration amongst departmentalized 

elementary teachers are often established by themselves rather than administrative 

initiation (Hay & Kean, 2011). Conversely, Gullatt (2006) reports that teachers lack the 

professional development to accommodate students on a block schedule and that it does 

not benefit advanced level students. First year teachers on a block schedule feel 

unprepared by their teacher preparation programs for block schedule instruction and 

express issues adjusting instruction to extended class period formats, transitioning 

learning activities, and assessing student progress (Zepeda & Mayers, 2001).   

Administrators assert that teachers have the opportunity to experiment with new 

teaching strategies and that student discipline improved (Zepeda & Mayer, 2006).  

Departmentalization is believed to expose teachers to alternative instructional 

approaches, whereas studies reveal inconsistent outcomes of its implementation.  Jenkins 

et al. (2002) found that an analysis of survey responses regarding the instructional 

practices of traditional-teachers to block teachers reveal that block teachers have slightly 

higher levels of the use of lecture/direct instruction, small groups, and cooperative 

learning; however there are significantly higher uses of coaching/peer tutoring in block 

classrooms than traditional schedule classrooms.  Del Viscio and Muffs (2007) discover 

that departmentalization in grades three through five result in an increase of instructional 
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time and continuity in instruction, a bond developed amongst teachers, and the use of 

standardized tests as diagnostic and assessment tools.  Inconsistent findings regarding 

departmentalization in differing settings affirm the need for further investigation 

regarding the most effective methods of departmentalization. 

School scheduling also has varying results on the attitudes and behaviors of 

students that are being directly affected.  Research suggests that the age of students 

within self-contained and departmentalized environments can impact its effect on student 

attitudes towards school and their relationships with teachers.  The “triangulated 

learning” program, a team approach to instruction that gives teachers the time and 

techniques to meet higher standards without stifling young children’s desire to play and 

explore within multi-age classrooms, reports that student test scores are consistently 

higher than those of traditional students, their behavior is better, and parent enthusiasm is 

very high (Butzin, 2004).  Results from a survey of departmentalized third, fourth, and 

fifth grade classrooms suggest that students who are departmentalized have lower levels 

of respect and trust for their teachers than students who are in self-contained classrooms 

(Chang, Munoz, and Koshewa, 2008).  High school students within traditionally 

scheduled mathematics classes are found to experience decreases in attitude towards 

learning while students learning within a block scheduled mathematics class have more 

stable attitudes towards mathematics (Biesinger et al., 2008). 

According to data collected by Rettig and Canady (2003), schools that have 

operated on the block schedule for five or more years have reported that school 

management problems have reduced because teachers make better use of technology and 

engage students in more active learning strategies. The positive changes in the climate of 
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schools on a block schedule stem in part from an increased ability to meet the needs of 

individual students (Queen & Gaskey, 1997). Research reports results supporting self-

contained classrooms for students with behavioral or academic obstacles, however results 

are mixed in regards to the impact that departmentalized classrooms have on students that 

are average and high achievers, or without behavioral issues.  Implementing block 

instruction can reduce the number of minor disciplinary infractions, increase student 

achievement and allow teachers more opportunities to incorporate multiple activities such 

as lecture, cooperative learning and review within one class period (Evans et al. 2002).  

Those students with pronounced behavior disorders benefit by experiencing academic 

gains within self-contained classrooms in elementary, however the amount of problem 

behaviors increase by the time they enter the secondary grades (Lane et al., 2008).  

Students within a block schedule of instruction that experience a variety of teaching 

methods have an increase in positive student-teacher relationships (Veal & Flinders, 

2001).  Average and high achievers highly support block schedules and feel they have 

good teacher relationships, while lower achievers have the least support for block 

scheduling and believe they have the worst teacher relationships (Marchant & Paulson, 

2001).   

Scheduling of instruction on student achievement produced findings that 

consistently support self-contained instruction in the elementary grades academically. 

Intensive block schedules may be particularly helpful to at-risk students, reducing both 

failure and dropout rates (Rice et al., 2002).  According to Mowen and Mowen (2004) 

block schedules give even disorganized students a fighting chance to keep abreast of 

assignments and projects.  Fourth, fifth, and sixth graders transitioning from a self-
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contained schedule to a departmentalized schedule reveal uniformity amongst classes in 

reading habits, but the departmentalized classroom environment is found to have less 

influence on the amount of reading done than in a self-contained situation (Lamme, 

1976).  The transitional year of a departmentalization program can affect reading 

achievement by increasing chances for stagnation or regression (Harris, 1996).  McGrath 

and Rust (2002) observe that fifth and sixth grade students receiving self-contained 

instruction score higher in Language and Science than their departmentalized 

counterparts, however there are no differences in Reading, Mathematics and Social 

Studies.  Students within a traditional self-contained schedule have been found to score 

higher on immediate post-tests in Science then students within a departmentalized block 

schedule, but overall there are no differences in the long term retention of strategies 

(Randler et al., 2006).  Standardized test scores of third, fourth, and fifth grade students in 

block and self-contained classrooms reveal no significant differences in reading and 

mathematics achievement (Hall-Turner et al., 2001; Ponder, 2008; Yearwood, 2011).  

Recent research reports inconsistent evidence of a difference in standardized achievement 

and inconclusive evidence of a difference in the overall retention of content between self-

contained and departmentalized classrooms, however determining the amount of growth 

that occurs within the two schedules and its effects on learners in lower elementary 

requires further study.  

Summary of the Literature 

 Chapter 2 presented a review of the literature on: approaches to comprehension 

instruction, factors that influence comprehension instruction, balanced literacy, basal 

readers, and research studies on self-contained and departmentalized instruction.  The 
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review presented a gap in the literature that justified a need for this study.  Previous 

studies have been conducted on self-contained and departmentalized instruction, however 

these studies mainly focused on students in third grade and higher.  Although these 

classroom settings have been acknowledged in literature (Chang, Munoz, & Koshewa, 

2008), research could not be found regarding self-contained and departmentalization in 

primary classrooms. To date, no rigorous research has been conducted on the effects in 

the primary grades of kindergarten through second grade.  One study by Olson (2010) 

focused on the effects of gender-inclusive departmentalized classrooms on mathematics 

and reading achievement in fourth and fifth grade classrooms.  This particular study 

concentrated primarily on the departmentalized setting without comparing it to a 

traditional self-contained classroom.  Two of the studies (Patton, 2003; Williams, 2009) 

studied self-contained and departmentalized settings, however each focused on the 

mathematics achievement of fifth graders on state-mandated tests.  A master thesis by 

Wilcox (1964) investigated the effects of departmentalized and self-contained instruction 

in fourth and fifth grade classrooms in which student achievement was determined by test 

scores at the end of the year.  Hampton (2007) and Kent (2010) focused on fourth grade 

student achievement as well in dissertation studies, and each used state-mandated exams 

to examine reading, as well as mathematics and science scores.  

 There has been no evidence of research conducted on the effects of self-contained 

and departmentalized reading instruction in second grade.  A research study by Ponder 

(2008) examined mathematics and science scores on state-mandated tests; however the 

participants were students in third and fourth grade classrooms.  This study is similar in 

experimental design in which the departmentalized teachers are teaching two subjects to 
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two classes.  Although this study provides some insight into the effects on younger 

students, it is limited to the mathematics and science outcomes of its participants.  A 

study by Robertson (2012) investigated elementary teacher and administrator perceptions 

regarding the transition from self-contained and departmentalization.  This study helps to 

fill the gap in literature regarding the teacher perception and beliefs that is similar to 

research question three that seeks teacher feedback.  Although quantitative and 

qualitative data was collected, this research study analyzed feedback from teachers from 

grades 1 to 5 and administrators, instead of limiting data collection to teachers that were 

directly participating in a classroom transition.   

 Finally, there has not been any research conducted regarding the effects of the 

balanced literacy approach in self-contained and departmentalized classrooms in second 

grade.  The elementary studies have ranged from third grade to fifth grade, and the 

participants have ranged from 1 to 202 elementary schools within the same school 

district.  The proposed study will examine 148 students from self-contained and 

departmentalized second grade classrooms on one campus.  This study will provide 

information about how these two classroom structures affects the comprehension levels 

of second graders that are receiving balanced literacy instruction within a diverse school 

environment. 
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Chapter III  

Methodology 

Introduction  

The purpose of this chapter is to explain the methods used to complete an 

experimental study of the effects that self-contained and departmentalized classrooms had 

on the reading achievement of second graders that were taught using a balanced literacy 

program with basal readers.  As previously mentioned, an elementary self-contained 

classroom, also known as traditional instruction, involves students remaining with one 

homeroom teacher all day for instruction in all academic subjects.  An elementary 

departmentalized classroom, also known as block instruction, involves students receiving 

instruction in only a few designated academic subjects for a portion of the day, and then 

going to a different teacher to receive instruction in the remaining academic subjects.  To 

explore the impact of social competence, academic competence, and teacher preparation, 

the experiences, perceptions, and opinions of the participating teachers will also be 

addressed and analyzed through an interview process.   

 The components of the methodology section will include:  research design, 

participants, procedure, instrumentation, data collection, and data analysis. 

Research Design  

 A quasi experimental method will be used to conduct an ex post facto study of 

data.  Archival data from the 2011-2012 school year will be examined for the reading 

achievement of the second grade students on the Developmental Reading Assessment 

(DRA) to investigate the effects of self-contained and departmentalized instructional 

techniques.  A pre-test/post-test design was used to compare the comprehension levels of 
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students in the self-contained classes with the comprehension levels of students in the 

departmentalized classes.  A pre-test/post-test design was also used, along with  a 2 x 3 

measures design, to compare student comprehension levels from the first administration 

of the test to the last administration of the test within the gender subgroups to determine 

progress.   

The teachers’ experiences, perceptions, and opinions regarding the instructional 

techniques were gathered through interviews.   Interviews were conducted with self-

contained teachers and departmentalized teachers separately to gather feedback about 

how their personal beliefs, training, and teaching strategies influenced their classroom 

environments within the varying teaching schedules.  Each teacher was interviewed for 

approximately forty-five minutes with the same leading interview questions.  The 

primary researcher served as the interviewer, and verbal responses were transcribed for 

comparative analysis. 

Participants  

 This particular elementary campus in a school district in Texas had an enrollment 

of 780 students in grades pre-kindergarten through fourth grade.  It had been identified as 

a Title I campus, and 78 percent of the students were considered economically 

disadvantaged.  The student mobility rate as of the 2010-2011 school year was 36.5 

percent.  There was no bilingual program; however 24 percent of the students whose 

primary language spoken at home was not English were identified as Limited English 

Proficient (LEP).   

 There were seven second grade classes with an average class size of 24.7 students 

within each classroom with a total of 147 students enrolled.  Four of the classrooms 
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participated in a departmentalized structure and the remaining three participated in a 

traditional self-contained structure.  Classrooms that were departmentalized were pre-

determined by the principal and served as the experimental group, while classrooms that 

were predetermined as self-contained served as the control group.  Participants within 

each classroom were classified into subgroups according to gender. 

Student placement within a classroom was predetermined by first grade teachers 

and finalized by administrators on the campus at the end of the previous school year.  

Students that were previously assessed by instructional support staff for gifted and 

talented education prior to second grade were clustered together into the same self-

contained homeroom.  Students that were previously identified as struggling in reading 

and mathematics by their first grade teachers were clustered together into the same 

homeroom.  Strugglers were identified by their academic performance on first grade 

reading and math benchmarks, as well as their report card grades from the previous year.  

The remaining students were placed according to gender, classroom behavior, and 

academic performance in the additional five classrooms to create heterogeneous groups 

of students. 

 Students that were identified as Limited English Proficient (LEP) or Special 

Education were included in the sample because the same reading comprehension 

benchmark was administered to assess performance without modifications after receiving 

daily instructional modifications within classrooms. However, if there are significant 

differences in the groups as a result of LEP students it will be controlled.   

 Because this is an ex post facto study of archival data, the primary researcher will 

be included as one of the seven participating teachers.  The second grade teachers all had 
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Bachelor’s degrees.   At the time of the study, one teacher had a post-baccalaureate 

degree in the field of education, while three of the teachers were completing graduate 

programs in education at local universities.  All of the participating teachers also had 

work experience that ranged from two to twenty years.  Four of the teachers were 

categorized by the Texas Education Agency as having one to five years of experience, 

while three of the teachers were categorized as having eleven to twenty years of 

experience.  All seven of the participating teachers possessed standard Texas teaching 

certificates, six of the teachers were certified in Texas to teach students identified as 

Limited English Proficient (LEP), and four of the teachers were certified to accommodate 

students identified as Gifted and Talented (GT).  Selection for teacher interviews was 

completed through stratified sampling.  The involved teachers were categorized and 

chosen for interviews according to their years of teaching experience. 

Procedure   

 Departmentalized classrooms shared daily schedules and lesson plans on a weekly 

basis. In the departmentalized setting, one teacher was responsible for teaching Language 

Arts to his/her homeroom in the morning and his/her partner teacher’s homeroom in the 

afternoon, while the partner teacher followed an identical schedule for teaching Math and 

Science.  Social Studies was taught by each teacher to his/her own homeroom.   

Departmentalized literacy classrooms were designed to be print-rich 

environments.  The walls consisted of word walls, alphabet lines, literacy workstations, 

grammar charts, genre listings, and anchor charts that were reflective of previously taught 

lessons and strategies.  The reading classrooms were void of any graphic organizers, 

charts, and strategies that promoted mathematics and science concepts.  Teachers were 
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expected to teach a balanced literacy lesson for 120 minutes before lunch to his/her 

homeroom, then teach the same lesson for 120 minutes after lunch to his/her partner 

teacher’s homeroom.    

 Departmentalized reading teachers followed a scope and sequence of a basal 

series published by MacMillan/McGraw-Hill and adopted by the district for literacy 

instruction.  The components of the basal series included: student reading textbooks, 

leveled readers, vocabulary word cards, and workbooks with phonics, grammar, spelling, 

and comprehension strategies that could be copied for student work.  The teacher’s 

manuals included lesson plans with weekly word lists that were based on Donald Bear’s 

Words Their Way, and instructional techniques for LEP students and struggling readers.  

Lesson plans were written by one teacher and distributed electronically to each teacher 

responsible for teaching reading.   

 Materials and activities from the basal series were taught in a balanced literacy 

format for a total of 120 minutes.  The balanced literacy block was based on Fountas and 

Pinnell’s Guided Reading Program.  Balanced literacy activities consisted of:  shared 

reading, read aloud, small group lessons, independent work, and work stations.  Writing 

was integrated throughout the balanced literacy block.  Lessons began with the teacher 

facilitating a spelling mini-lesson with the entire class, which included word building, 

phonics instruction, and word reading.   Shared reading and read aloud included 

classroom reading, think aloud, and discussion of text in the student textbooks.  One 

fiction and one nonfiction text was read and discussed over the course of the week.  The 

teacher used the story to model a strategy for practicing a literacy skill that was 

designated in the teacher’s manual.  The focus strategy was reflective of a second grade 
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objective listed on the Texas Education Agency’s Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills 

(TEKS) expectations.  The students would practice the skill for the week independently 

using the activity sheets provided by the basal series each day.  During independent 

assignments, the teacher pulled three small groups daily and engaged in twenty minute 

lessons using the leveled readers provided by the basal series.  The leveled readers were 

numbered from one to forty-four on the same number system used by Fountas and 

Pinnell’s leveled readers.  Students were grouped homogeneously according to reading 

benchmark results, and lessons were targeting the acquisition of reading skills according 

to the students’ reading levels. Students who completed independent assignments early 

engaged in work station activities either individually or with a partner.  The balanced 

literacy block concluded with writing instruction.  One grammar skill that was pre-

determined by the basal series was practiced on activity sheets, and then the teacher 

based interactive, shared, and independent writing activities on Lucy Calkin’s Writer’s 

Workshop.  The scope and sequence for writing lessons were pre-determined by the 

district’s Language Arts department. 

 Self-contained classrooms followed a traditional schedule and the teachers 

individually constructed their daily schedule.  Lesson plans for all subjects were shared, 

and the students stayed with the same teacher for all academics.  The Language Arts 

lesson plans for self-contained classrooms were identical to the lesson plans for the 

departmentalized classrooms, and the same basal readers and materials were used for 

instruction.  The balanced literacy block was framed using Fountas and Pinnell’s Guided 

Reading program.  Writing instruction was also based on Lucy Calkin’s Writer’s 
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Workshop, however writing skills were integrated throughout all subjects during the 

instructional day. 

 The self-contained classrooms had walls that were covered with charts, graphs, 

and work stations that were reflective of all academic subjects.  The materials for each 

subject were segregated and clustered in distinct areas of the room to create an organized 

sequence for instruction and engagement. 

Instrumentation   

Students were administered the Developmental Reading Assessment, First Edition 

(DRA), an individualized benchmark published by Pearson (Beaver, 1997).  Each 

benchmark was used to determine a student’s independent reading level.  Each student 

was administered a beginning of the year benchmark in September, a middle of the year 

benchmark in January, and an end of year benchmark in May.  If a student entered in 

between those testing months, he/she was administered the test to identify the current 

instructional reading level.  The purpose of this study was to examine student’s beginning 

benchmarks and ending benchmarks to determine reading comprehension levels.  

DRA K-3 kits contained books that were leveled with numbers that ranged from 1 

to 44.  One book that was identified as emergent was labeled with the letter A.  Books 

increased in difficulty as the levels increased.  They were created to reflect cultural 

diversity, include strong female and male characters, and represent a range of text 

difficulty (Pearson, 2005).  DRA was used for reading benchmarks because it was 

specifically designed for grades K-3 and was not used during daily instruction.  Each 

book was accompanied with a test form that provided a teacher script and areas for 

recording student answers and scores.  Teachers used all fictional texts to individually 
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test students for oral reading and comprehension in September, January, and May.  The 

classroom reading teachers tested each student according to the directions on the 

assessment.  The teachers read directly from the assessment script to prompt student 

feedback in five areas: (1) book preview, (2) oral retelling, (3) oral comprehension, (4) 

connection to schema, and (5) oral reading fluency rate.   

During an assessment, teachers from both the experimental and control 

classrooms read a scripted preview of the story, and students were to use picture clues to 

predict the events of the text.  Students being tested in books leveled A to 16 would read 

the text orally while the teacher made notations of words read correctly and incorrectly 

on the scripted test form.  A student being tested in books leveled 18-44 would read the 

text silently.  The student would then proceed to orally retell the story.  Teachers would 

prompt the student with questions from the test form if he/she begins to struggle retelling 

the events.  Teachers asked all students one inferencing question from the test form and 

recorded student responses.  Students being tested on levels 18-44 were then asked to 

read one to three pages of the text orally while teachers made notation of words read 

correctly and incorrectly.  Comprehension scores were calculated according to a rubric of 

four characteristics listed on the test form.  Each characteristic was worth a particular 

point value.  Points earned for each characteristic were totaled to calculate a student’s 

comprehension level for the text being read.  Oral reading was also determined according 

to the number of errors recorded below the text.  The percentage scale was printed at the 

bottom of each test form.  A student was benchmarked at a particular level if their 

comprehension score was a total of sixteen to twenty, and if their oral reading score 

ranged from 89% to 94%.  Students that scored above twenty in comprehension and 
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above 94% orally continued to test in books that increased in difficulty until they reached 

an instructional range. 

The district determined levels that were grade appropriate.  The district 

considered instructional levels 18-28 to be the appropriate level for second grade.  

Students that read below level 18 were considered to be performing below expectations, 

and any student reading above level 28 were considered to be performing above 

expectations.  Students could be tested until they reached level 44, but were not 

benchmarked above that level because it was the highest level in the K-3 kit. 

As a supplement to the current investigation, an interview will be constructed by 

the researcher. The interview questions will be based on informal observations, feedback, 

and lesson planning with the involved teachers. Interview questions will explore teachers’ 

feedback regarding their teacher preparation for the differing classroom structures, their 

attitudes towards the classroom structures, and how these factors may have influenced 

academic performance.   

Instrument Reliability  

 A reliability and consistency study of the DRA was conducted to examine the 

inter-rater agreement of teachers using the assessment and its internal consistency.  A 

group of 306 students from kindergarten through third grade were assessed and rated.  

Three teachers previously trained in DRA assessment were assigned to each student for 

review.  The assumption was that there would be an agreement of student assessment 

amongst all three raters.   The inter-rater reliability was calculated using Rasch rating 

scale analysis.  The reliability among the three raters was 0.74 across students.  

 



54 
 

 Cronbach’s alpha was employed to determine the internal consistency of the items 

and text.  The five rating scale items (accuracy, comprehension, stage, phrasing, and 

reading rate) revealed a strong internal consistency with a Cronbach’s Alpha of 0.98, 

suggesting that the DRA is a reliable assessment (Williams, 1999).   

 The reliability of the interview questions will be examined according to its 

consistency of categories and questions posed to the participants.  Also, for reliability to 

be calculated, it is mandatory to the qualitative researchers to document their procedure 

and to reveal that categories have been used consistently. This to say, it is possible for 

qualitative research to be properly reliable (Bapir, 2012).  Questions will be pre-

determined prior to the interview, and be reflective of the categories related to this study 

(teacher preparation for the differing classroom structures, teacher attitudes towards the 

classroom structures, and factors influencing social and academic performance).  The 

same questions will be asked in each of the four individual interviews to increase 

consistency. 

Instrument Validity   

 To establish the construct validity of the DRA, individual scores were compared 

to performance on to the Iowa Test of Basic Sub skills in the following areas:  

Vocabulary, Reading Comprehension, and Total Reading.  Populations of urban/suburban 

second graders’ DRA scores were compared at the end of the school year to the scores of 

beginning third graders on the Iowa Test of Basic Skills.  All correlations were 

significant at the 0.01 level using Spearman’s Rho rank order correlation.  The highest 

correlation was with Total Reading with a r = 0.71, p < .01 (Williams, 1999).   
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 The Developmental Reading Assessment, First Edition (DRA) was used to 

determine the effectiveness of departmentalized and self-contained instruction. This 

method is valid because it assesses individual students’ comprehension.  Students’ 

reading comprehension levels will be a tool to determine the extent of academic progress.   

Data Collection  

 This particular study examined archival data that was previously collected by the 

district to monitor student progress and determine student promotion and retention status.  

The data was collected during the 2011-2012 school year.  Permission will be obtained 

from the school district’s department of instruction to access and analyze data from 

campus level data spreadsheets.  Permission will also be obtained from the University of 

Houston Institutional Review Board in the Center for the Protection of Human Subjects.  

Student identities were concealed in the collection of data.  Student gender, class 

organizational structure (departmentalized and self-contained), and DRA scores is the 

only information that will be included.  A random code will be used to record data for 

analysis. 

 Interviews of involved teachers during the 2011-2012 school year will also be 

recorded.  Permission to interview the teachers will be obtained from the district’s 

department of instruction.  Permission will also be obtained from the University of 

Houston Institutional Review Board in the Center for the Protection of Human Subjects.  

Teacher’s identities will be kept confidential, and the only information that will be 

incorporated will include: gender, education level, and years of teaching experience. 
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Data Analysis  

 Quantitative data will be analyzed using the Statistical Package of Social Sciences 

(SPSS). Student reading levels from DRA will be coded on a numerical scale.  The DRA 

scores in the DRA kit range from A – 44.  A reading level of A will be coded with the 

number one.  The variables in the study (departmentalized classrooms, self-contained 

classrooms, and gender) will also be numerically coded. 

 Qualitative data will be analyzed using ethnographic methods.  Transcribed 

interviews will be coded according to low impact and high impact, and be analyzed for 

meaning fields.  Data analyzed will either support or nullify the hypothesis that there will 

be a difference in classroom implementation and academic outcomes for 

departmentalized classrooms and self-contained classrooms.   

 The following research questions guided this study:  (1) What effect does 

receiving balanced literacy instruction in a departmentalized or self-contained classroom 

have on the reading comprehension of second graders, and (2) Are there gender 

differences in the observed reading comprehension of second graders with regard to a 

self-contained or departmentalized classroom?  Lastly, how do teachers’ experiences, 

perceptions, and opinions relate to the implementation and academic outcomes of the 

instructional organization of the classroom?  The first research question will be 

determined by comparing the beginning reading levels to ending reading levels for both 

departmentalized and self-contained classrooms.  Repeated measures will be used to 

compare the increase for each group from the beginning to the end of the school year.  

These results will either support or nullify the hypothesis that students in the 
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departmentalized environment will achieve higher reading comprehension than students 

in the self-contained environment.   

 A 2 x 2 x 3 mixed analysis of variance (ANOVA) will be used to compare 

comprehension achievement for the gender subgroups.  This data will answer the second 

research question.  It will also either support or nullify the hypothesis that there will be 

no difference in the reading achievement of females in departmentalized and self-

contained classrooms, but that there will be a difference in the reading achievement of 

males in departmentalized and self-contained classrooms. 

Summary 

 This chapter outlined the methodology that will be used in the study, including the 

research design, participants, procedure, instrumentation, data collection, and data 

analysis.  The study will examine the effects that departmentalized and self-contained 

classrooms that implemented a balanced literacy program with basal readers had on the 

reading achievement of second graders.   

 

 



Chapter IV  

Results 

Introduction 

 The purpose of this study was to analyze possible differences in reading 

achievement among students that were taught using balanced literacy lessons in 

classrooms with two different modes of scheduling.  The pilot group consisted of students 

who were taught balanced literacy in classrooms on a departmentalized schedule, and the 

non-pilot group consisted of students who were taught balanced literacy in classrooms on 

a self-contained schedule.  To compare the two groups, student comprehension levels 

from the beginning, middle, and end of year district benchmarks were obtained.  This 

archival study examined the benchmark results from the 2011-2012 school year.  The 

following section elaborates on the results from this proposed study. 

Effects of Departmentalized and Self-Contained Balanced Literacy on 

Comprehension Levels 

 To answer the first research question, statistical analyses were administered using 

the Statistical Packages of Social Sciences (SPSS).  Repeated measures were conducted 

to examine the effects of departmentalized and self-contained balanced literacy on 

student comprehension levels in departmentalized and self-contained classrooms. An 

independent samples t-test compared the comprehension scores at the end of the year for 

each group.  The independent samples t-test indicate a statistically significant difference 

between the two groups, p = .002.  Departmentalized comprehension levels at the end of 

the year (m = 27.38, s = 6.532) indicates that the average comprehension level was within 

a Developmental Reading Assessment (DRA) range of 24-28. This is within end of the 
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year second grade expectations for the school district.  Self-contained comprehension 

levels at the end of the year (m = 31.51, s = 8.605) indicates that the average 

comprehension level was within a DRA range of 30-34.  This is within beginning of the 

year third grade expectations for the school district.  Results reveal a difference in 

comprehension levels at the end of the year.  

 General Linear Model (GLM) repeated measures were conducted to analyze 

scores from the beginning and middle of the year.  The GLM indicates a significant 

difference in time by group, F(2,117) = 3.785, p = .126.  Departmentalized classrooms’ 

average comprehension level at the beginning of the year (m = 15.85) is equivalent to a 

DRA range of 14-16.  The average comprehension level increased six points in the 

middle of the year (m = 21.99), which is equivalent to a DRA range of 20-24.  The mean 

comprehension level increase by six points at the end of the year (m = 27.47), which is 

equivalent to a DRA range of 24-28.  Results reveal an average increase of twelve points 

from the beginning to the end of the year. 

 Self-contained classrooms’ average comprehension level at the beginning of the 

year (m = 19.10) is equivalent to a DRA score of 18-20.  The average comprehension 

level increased seven points in the middle of the year (m = 26.88), which is equivalent to 

a DRA range of 24-28.  The mean increased by five points by the end of the year (m = 

31.73), which is equivalent to a DRA range of 30-34.  Results also reveal an average 

increase of twelve points from the beginning to the end of the year. 
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Table 1 
 
Average comprehension levels for self-contained and departmentalized balanced literacy 
classrooms 

 
BOYDRA = beginning, MOYDRA = middle, EOYDRA = end 

Effects of Departmentalized and Self-Contained Balanced Literacy on 

Comprehension Levels According to Gender 

Independent same t-tests compared the comprehension levels between males and 

females within the departmentalized group and the self-contained group.  There was no 

statistically significant difference between the end of the year comprehension levels 

within each group between males and females, F(1,116) = .053, p = .818.  

The average comprehension level of departmentalized males (m = 21.95, s = 

7.713) in the middle of the year is equivalent to a DRA comprehension level that ranges 

from 20-24.  The average comprehension level of departmentalized females (m = 22.04, s 

= 7.320) in the middle of the year is equivalent to a DRA comprehension score that 

ranges from 20-24. Data indicates that comprehension achievement between 

departmentalized males and females were similar by the second assessment.  

Comprehension levels were ranging slightly below expectations to meeting expectations 
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within the school district at the time of the year.  Although the difference between 

comprehension levels increase, the results also indicate no significant difference between 

levels at the end of the year between males and females that share a departmentalized 

setting. The average comprehension level of departmentalized males (m = 27.76, s = 

6.545) at the end of the year is equivalent to a DRA comprehension level that ranges 

from 24-28.  The average comprehension level of departmentalized females (m = 27.04, s 

= 6.914) at the end of the year is equivalent to a DRA comprehension score that ranges 

from 24-28. Departmentalized males and females’ DRA scores were identified as ranging 

slightly below expectations to meeting expectations within the school district.  The 

results indicate no significant difference between levels at the end of the year between 

males and females that share a departmentalized setting. 
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Figure 1. Comprehension scores of departmentalized males and females 

When male and female comprehension levels were compared in the middle of the 

year, self-contained males average comprehension scores (m = 27.00, s = 6.331) and self-

contained females average comprehension scores (m = 26.77, s = 7.090) were similar.  

Both groups had comprehension levels that were equivalent to DRA levels ranging from 

24-28.  These scores were identified as slightly above expectations for the school district 

at that time.  Although the difference in scores widened, results from comprehension 

levels at the end of the year within a self-contained setting also yield no statistically 

significant difference.  Self-contained males reveal an average comprehension level (m = 

31.15, s = 6.909) that is equivalent to a DRA range of 30-34 at the end of the year.  
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Likewise, self-contained females reveal an average comprehension level (m = 32.31, s = 

10.472) that is equivalent to a DRA range of 30-34 at the end of the year.  Self-contained 

males and females’ DRA scores were identified as ranging from meeting expectations to 

exceeding expectations within the school district.  These results also indicate no 

significant difference between levels at the end of the year between males and females 

that share a self-contained setting. 

 

Figure 2. Comprehension scores of self-contained males and females 

To compare similar gender subgroups between different schedules, a 2 x 2 x 3 

mixed analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted. GLM repeated measures examined 

the effects of departmentalized and self-contained balanced literacy on comprehension 

levels within gender subgroups according to classroom schedule throughout the three 
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testing administrations.  Data was investigated to determine if there is a significant 

difference in males and females’ increase in comprehension levels over the three periods 

of time.  Repeated measures GLM examined three factors:  two gender subgroups (male 

and female), schedule (self-contained and departmentalized), and three periods of time 

(beginning, middle, and end of the year). 

Time by gender interaction.  When gender subgroups are compared for a time 

by gender interaction, there is no significant difference in the increase in comprehension 

levels over the three periods of time, F(2,115) = 1.365, p = .259.  However, 

departmentalized males and self-contained males reveal a difference between 

comprehension levels in the beginning, middle, and end of the year scores.  

Departmentalized males’ mean comprehension level at the beginning of the year (m = 

16.17, s = 6.399) is equivalent to a DRA range of 14-16, and self-contained males 

reported a mean level (m = 19.69, s = 5.297) is equivalent to a DRA range of 18-20.  By 

the middle of the year, departmentalized males’ mean level (m = 21.95, s = 7.713) is 

within a DRA range of 20-24, while self-contained males’ mean level (m = 27.00, s = 

6.331) is within a DRA range of 24-28.  At the end of the year, the average 

comprehension level for departmentalized males (m = 27.76, s = 6.545) is equivalent to a 

DRA range of 24-28, and the average comprehension level for self-contained males (m = 

31.15, s = 6.909) is equivalent to a DRA range of 30-34.  Results reveal that both 

departmentalized and self-contained males made progress in comprehension through the 

school year.   
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Figure 3.  Comprehension increase of departmentalized and self-contained males 

Although comprehension scores differ, departmentalized and self-contained 

females also display no difference in the increase of comprehension levels at the 

beginning, middle, and end of the year.  Departmentalized females’ mean comprehension 

levels at the beginning of the year (m = 15.37, s = 6.398) is equivalent to a DRA range of 

14-16, and self-contained females’ mean comprehension levels (m = 18.50, s = 6.772) is 

equivalent to a DRA range of 16-20.  By the middle of the year, departmentalized 

females’ mean comprehension level (m = 22.04, s = 7.320) is equivalent of a DRA range 

of 20-24, and self-contained females’ mean comprehension (m = 26.77, s = 7.090) is 

equivalent to a DRA range of 24-28.  By the end of the year, the mean comprehension 
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level for departmentalized females (m = 27.04, s = 6.914) is equivalent to DRA scores 

ranging 24-28, and self-contained the mean comprehension level for self-contained 

females (m = 32.31, s = 10.472) is equivalent to DRA scores ranging 30-34.  Data reveals 

that departmentalized and self-contained females also made progress in comprehension 

throughout the school year. 

 

Figure 4.  Comprehension increase of departmentalized and self-contained females  

Time by schedule interaction.  Data is also examined for a time by schedule 

interaction across gender.  No statistically significant difference is found for variations in 

the rate of increase in comprehension levels according to gender subgroups, F(2,115) = 

.883, p. = .416.  When departmentalized and self-contained males are compared, both 

groups increase eleven points in comprehension from the beginning of the year to the end 
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of the year. When departmentalized and self-contained females are compared, 

departmentalized females increase seventeen points in comprehension from the beginning 

of the year to the end of the year, and self-contained females increase in comprehension 

eighteen points from the beginning of the year to the end of the year. 

Males within departmentalized classrooms have an increase of six points in 

comprehension scores between each time period.  Self-contained males increase eight 

points from the beginning to the middle of the year, and increase four points between the 

middle and the end of the year.  Departmentalized females’ comprehension scores 

increase by seven points between the beginning and middle of the year, and increase five 

points between the middle and the end of the year.  Self-contained females’ 

comprehension scores increase eight points between the beginning and the middle of the 

year, and six points between the middle and the end of the year.  Data shows that the rates 

of increase for both gender subgroups are similar within each schedule structure. 
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Table 2 

Average comprehension scores in self-contained and departmentalized balanced literacy 
classrooms according to gender 
 

BOYDRA = beginning, MOYDRA = middle, EOYDRA = end 
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Teacher Feedback 

 Although participants’ comprehension levels were analyzed for possible 

differences in academic performance, teachers were later interviewed to explore if their 

actions and beliefs served as an influencing factor in the student outcomes within each 

schedule group.  Self-contained and departmentalized teachers were interviewed 

separately for approximately forty-five minutes and responses were transcribed by the 

interviewer.  Analysis of teacher responses yielded feedback that was categorized into 

three areas that can impact the outcome of classroom performance. 

Teachers that had second grade students participate in the study gave verbal 

feedback regarding their beliefs, opinions, and teacher preparation for literacy instruction 

within either a departmentalized or self-contained classroom in the primary grades.  A 

combination of departmentalized and self-contained teachers who were responsible for 

teaching balanced literacy were asked identical questions in interview sessions.  Teachers 

elaborated on their perceptions about schedule, teacher preparation, and instructional 

approaches.  Collectively, responses from the participating teachers are categorized 

according to the daily schedule that was followed within their classroom.   

Scheduling perceptions.  Teachers were asked to elaborate on which classroom 

schedule (self-contained or departmentalized) was preferred and they perceived each 

class schedule in relationship to teaching.  Overall, self-contained teachers preferred 

teaching in a self-contained environment because it was the traditional schedule of 

instruction that was familiar.  They felt responsible for the complete academic education 

of each of their students, desired to build strong student-teacher relationships with only 

their group of students, and admitted to having past difficult working relationships with 
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previous teaching partners.  According to one teacher,” If my name is on them then I 

want the full responsibility for their education for the year.”  Self-contained teachers 

perceived that their schedule differed from a departmentalization because of their ability 

to observe how a child develops in all academic areas, and because of their opportunities 

to focus on targeting specific skills to enhance their development.  Although they viewed 

their scheduling method as being more nurturing, self-contained teachers perceived 

departmentalized teachers as having the advantages of devoting more time to developing 

their teaching skills and student development to one content area without facing what 

they believe are overwhelming feelings of preparing for all subject areas. 

 Departmentalized teachers favored their scheduling method over the traditional 

self-contained classroom because it allowed opportunities to creatively extend lessons 

without a time constraint, narrowed the student focus so that they could keep up with 

academic content throughout the day, and allowed time for them to analyze student 

progress more closely.  As one teacher states, “I like my classroom being strictly literacy.  

That way when I tell a child to read around the room, he or she won’t waste time trying to 

figure out which walls in my room are designated for reading, which one is for math, 

etc.”  Additionally, departmentalized teachers found this scheduling method to serve as a 

gateway to co-teaching and team teaching for teachers that prefer collaboration and 

benefit from teacher support.  Although departmentalized teachers shared the belief that 

the academic development of the child can be developed in its entirety in a self-contained 

environment, they also believed that departmentalizing established the freedom for 

instructional differentiation and targeted instruction to strengthen each student 

academically.   
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Table 3 

Self-contained and departmentalized teacher responses about schedule perception 

Schedule Perception  
Self-Contained 

 
Departmentalized 
 

Preferred (familiar and traditional) 
 

       Preferred 

Strong student-teacher relationships 
 

Creatively extend lessons 
 

More nurturing 
 

No time constraint 
 

Dept. teachers can devote time to 
enhancing teaching skills and develop 
students in 1-2 areas without being 
overwhelmed by all subjects 

 

Narrowed student focus 
 

Observe all academic areas (target  
Instruction) 

 

Gateway for co-teaching and team 
teaching 

 
 Freedom for differentiation and 

targeted instruction 
 

 Self-contained teachers can develop 
students in their entirety 

 
 

Teaching preparation.  When asked about preparation for teaching within a 

particular class schedule, neither self-contained nor departmentalized teachers 

acknowledged receiving either formal or informal training for preparing reading 

instruction within a specific schedule structure during any time of the school year.  

However, both self-contained and departmentalized teachers expressed that they attended 

series of professional development training sessions about reading instruction and early 

reading strategies from the school district during the summer.  None of the participating 

teachers could recall an acknowledgement of scheduling style or an introduction to 
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specific instructional modifications outside of a traditional self-contained schedule during 

these literacy training sessions.  

Table 4 

Self-contained and departmentalized teacher responses about teacher preparation 

Teacher Preparation  
Self-Contained 

 
Departmentalized 
 

No formal or informal training for 
schedule structure 

 

       No formal or informal training for     
       schedule structure 
 

District professional development  for 
early reading instruction 

 

District professional development  for 
early reading instruction 

 
No acknowledgement of scheduling 
style or instructional modifications for 
non-traditional scheduling during 
literacy training 
 

 

No acknowledgement of scheduling 
style or instructional modifications for 
non-traditional scheduling during 
literacy training 

 

 

Instructional approaches.  When questioned about learning approaches and 

activities that were limited and approaches that were implemented in their classroom 

schedule, self-contained and departmentalized teachers expressed varying viewpoints.  

Self-contained teachers expressed their ability to teach lessons in units of study that were 

integrated across content areas.  They believed that specific unit projects that require a 

large amount of instructional time would be limited and tedious if it is only confined to a 

block of time when the student is present in class.  As one teacher states, “I enjoy 

teaching units of study, where all curriculum is integrated across content areas.  I believe 

this takes a lot of cooperation with partner teachers.  Also, when projects need a lot of 

time I am able to adjust across the day and not worry about the students needing to switch 

teachers.”  The content area integration within one classroom allows them the flexibility 
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to adjust their schedules throughout the day without concern about the students needing 

to change teachers. 

 Departmentalized teachers shared the same belief that integration across content 

areas and schedule flexibility would be limited without close collaboration with their 

teaching partner. However they enjoyed the additional opportunities for student 

collaboration, cooperative activities, student-led discussions, and workstations that were 

implemented on a daily basis because of the large block of time that was dedicated to 

literacy instruction.  The teachers also expressed more flexibility for independent practice 

and small group instruction as opposed to flexibility for content integration.  Another 

teacher says, “I like having the chance to do different cooperative activities—like group 

projects, partner reading, and graphic organizers in this big block of time.  If I was in a 

self-contained room, I would have to choose one activity to do each day.  In this 

schedule, I have the chance to do all of them in one day.”  Departmentalized teachers also 

shared that they had the flexibility to move students between classes to receive 

instruction that was targeted to meet their needs. 
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Table 5 

Self-contained and departmentalized teacher responses about instructional approaches 

Instructional Approaches  
Self-Contained 

 
Departmentalized 
 

Integrate units of study across content 
 

Limited time flexibility without close 
collaboration with teaching partner  
 

Flexibility in time to complete unit 
projects 
 

Student-centered activities, cooperative 
projects, and workstations on a daily 
basis  

 
Adjust as needed to address special 
lessons/projects 
 

Flexibility for independent practice and 
small group instruction instead of unit 
integration 

 
 Narrowed student focus 

 

 Flexibility to move students between 
classes to target instructional needs 

 
 

Summary 

 Results reveal that there are significant gains in comprehension levels for both 

departmentalized and self-contained groups from the beginning to the end of the year.  

There is a significant difference in the comprehension scores at the end of the year, 

however there is no significant difference within the rate of growth for each group.  There 

are also gains within gender subgroups. However, there is no significant difference in 

comprehension scores at the end of the year between males and females within a 

departmentalized setting, and between males and females within a self-contained setting. 

Departmentalized males and self-contained males, as well as departmentalized and self-

contained females, reveal no significant difference in increase in comprehension.  There 
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is also no significant difference in the rate of increase between the subgroups of males 

and the subgroups of females.  Teacher feedback reveals that overall, self-contained and 

departmentalized teachers favor the scheduling method that they are implementing to 

strengthen students academically. 

  

 

 
 

 



Chapter V  

Discussion 

Introduction 

 Currently, there has not been any extensive research conducted on the effects of 

departmentalized and self-contained reading instruction in the elementary grades prior to 

third grade.  Previous studies have concentrated on participants in third grade and higher 

(Chang, Munoz, & Koshewa, 2008; Hampton, 2007; Kent, 2010; Wilcox, 1964).  Also, 

there has been no in-depth research comparing the comprehension levels of students that 

have received balanced literacy instruction in departmentalized classrooms with students 

that have received balanced literacy instruction in self-contained classrooms.  This study 

contributes to the literature by formally analyzing and documenting the effects that 

departmentalized and self-contained balanced literacy has on student comprehension 

levels in primary grades. This study also contributes to the literature by formally 

analyzing and documenting the effects of departmentalized and self-contained balanced 

literacy on comprehension levels according to gender.  Chapter Five provides a review of 

the study and its findings, recommendations, limitations of the study, proposals for future 

studies, and conclusions.  

Findings 

 This study examined the effects of departmentalized and self-contained balanced 

literacy instruction on the comprehension levels of second grade students.  The effects 

were measured by comparing the comprehension levels of students taught in 

departmentalized classrooms with the comprehension levels of students taught in self-

contained classrooms.  Students that were in the departmentalized classrooms were the 
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pilot group and students that were in the self-contained classrooms were the non-pilot 

group.  Both groups received balanced literacy lessons with identical basal programs.  

The pilot classrooms received literacy instruction in an uninterrupted 135 minute block 

from one teacher and mathematics and science instruction from a different teacher in a 

neighboring classroom.  The non-pilot classrooms received instruction in all academic 

subjects from one teacher during the school day.  Participants were 147 second graders 

from one elementary campus in an urban district in Texas.  The pilot group consisted of 

86 students from four classrooms that were departmentalized and the non-pilot group 

consisted of 61 students from three classrooms that were self-contained.  Archival data 

was collected from the beginning, middle, and end of the year district benchmarks that 

was administered during the 2011-2012 school year. 

 The study desired to answer the following research questions: 

1. What effect does receiving balanced literacy instruction in a self-contained or 

departmentalized classroom have on the reading comprehension of second graders 

as measured by district assessments? 

2. Are there gender differences in the observed reading comprehension of second 

graders with regard to a self-contained or departmentalized classroom? 

In addition, this study qualitatively examined the teachers’ experiences, perceptions, 

and opinions about self-contained and departmentalized instruction in the 

implementation and academic outcomes of the instructional organization of the 

classroom.   

A series of statistical tests were administered to answer the first research question.  

General Linear Model (GLM) repeated measures indicated a significant difference 
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between the end of year scores for departmentalized and self-contained classrooms.  Self-

contained classrooms had a higher average comprehension level of 30-34, while 

departmentalized classrooms had an average level of 24-28.  This reveals that students in 

self-contained classrooms exceeded grade level expectations at the end of the year, and 

departmentalized classrooms were either at or slightly below grade level expectations at 

the end of the year.  However, when analyzed separately, there was no significant 

difference in the rate of growth in comprehension for each group. A possible explanation 

for this finding might be that departmentalized classrooms began the school year at a 

lower comprehension level than self-contained classrooms.  Departmentalized classrooms 

began the year with an average comprehension score of 14-16 and ended the year with an 

average score of 24-28.  Self-contained classrooms began the year with an average 

comprehension score of 18-20 and ended the year with an average score of 30-34.  Both 

groups indicated an average growth rate of twelve points. Although this shows that self-

contained classrooms score higher in comprehension than departmentalized classrooms, 

both groups exhibited the same rate of growth from the beginning to the end of the year.  

These results from the statistical analyses support the hypothesis that there will be no 

difference in the rate of growth in comprehension between groups that received 

departmentalized and self-contained balanced literacy instruction. 

 Data was further examined to investigate the effects of scheduling according to 

gender.  Results reveal no statistically significant difference in comprehension levels 

between males and females at the end of the year that received balanced literacy 

instruction within a departmentalized setting.  Both departmentalized males and females 

ended the year within a DRA range of 24-28, which is second grade winter and spring 
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expectations for the school district. There is also no significant difference in 

comprehension levels between males and females at the end of the year that received 

balanced literacy instruction within a self-contained setting.  Both self-contained males 

and females ended the year within a DRA range of 30-34, which is considered third grade 

fall and winter expectations for the school district. When a comparative analysis was 

conducted for a time by gender interaction, results showed no significant difference 

between the increases in comprehension scores between departmentalized and self-

contained males, and between departmentalized and self-contained females by the end of 

the year. Overall, departmentalized and self-contained males both increase an average of 

eleven comprehension points, and departmentalized and self-contained females increase 

an average of thirteen comprehension points. It is possible that this finding is a result of 

teachers from both groups using identical lesson plans from basal reading programs as a 

foundation for instruction.  When analyzed for a time by schedule interaction, there was 

also no significant difference in the rates of increase between scheduled groups according 

to gender.  Both subgroups of males increase an average of six points between time 

periods. Both subgroups of females increase an average of seven points between the first 

and second test period, and six points between the second and third test period.  These 

findings support studies that report achievement gaps in reading between males and 

females (Lundberg et al., 2012, Prado & Plourde, 2011). This also supports the 

hypothesis that there will be no difference in achievement between the females receiving 

self-contained and departmentalized instruction. However this rejects the hypothesis that 

there will be a difference between males that received self-contained and 

departmentalized instruction. 
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 Collective feedback from teachers yield trends for the participating teachers. Each 

group of teachers favor the schedule that was being used in their classrooms.  Both 

departmentalized and self-contained teachers acknowledge the convenience of 

concentrating on a specific content area; however self-contained teachers share the belief 

that remaining with one homeroom throughout the instructional day created more 

opportunities to build student-teacher relationships, manipulate the daily schedule, and 

integrate subject areas.  Departmentalized teachers express interest in developing the 

student through the utilization of extended lessons during their specific block of time, the 

flexibility of moving students between classrooms to meet their needs, and the inclusion 

of multiple student-centered collaborative projects.  It is possible that the teachers’ 

variations in perceptions and approaches to the schedules may explain how their opinions 

and beliefs impacted student performance in each group. 

Recommendations 

 This study investigated two schedules of balanced literacy instruction in second 

grade classrooms, one that implemented literacy in a departmentalized environment, and 

one that implemented literacy in a self-contained environment.  When compared, the 

comprehension levels among students taught using the different schedules of instruction 

were statistically significant at the end of the year.  Although there were statistically 

significant differences in the end of year comprehension levels, there were no statistically 

significant differences in the rate of increase in comprehension levels between the two 

groups.  Each group demonstrated a significant increase in comprehension from the 

beginning to end of the school year.  Therefore, districts can implement either a 
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departmentalized or self-contained schedule in balanced literacy instruction to 

successfully increase student comprehension in the years prior to third grade. 

For students to acquire the literacy instruction that is necessary to be successful 

readers, teachers need to begin introducing reading and writing in a structured program 

that has designated blocks of time allotted to keep students immersed in literacy.  

Teachers use a variety of activities, some with basal readers as the foundation, and some 

without, to develop a structure to assist students in learning to read.  According to Rog 

(2003), 

  “Today, balance is the buzzword in literacy education.  We work  
   to balance a wide repertoire of teaching strategies and learning  
   activities to meet the needs of all of our students.  We look for a  
   balance of text resources, from picture books and novels, to 
   newspaper articles and brochures, to posters and visuals.  We  
   strive to balance different grouping structures in our classroom— 
   whole-class, small group, and individual.  A balanced program 
   requires opportunities for reading and writing to students, reading 
   and writing with students, and reading and writing by students.”  

 
Reports suggest that reading comprehension achievement has become stagnant in 

the United States.  According to the National Center for Education Statistics (2013), the 

average reading scores for 9-, 13-, and 17-year old students have not made significant 

gains since 2008.  Comprehension is a primary focus of reading instruction.  Gaps in 

early comprehension instruction can affect reading development in the later years.  

Formal instruction in reading during the primary years in school can impact reading 

performance and comprehension.  Balanced literacy is formally structured to target 

specific literacy skills that collectively lead to comprehension.  The amount of time that 

is dedicated to activities that develop literacy skills in the early reader is an important 

factor that can impact comprehension achievement.  Students that struggle to acquire the 
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literacy skills that are targeted during balanced literacy will be at-risk for not developing 

into a successful reader.   

Perhaps the most critical (and unresolved) time allocation issue that schools face 

is the indisputable fact that some students need more time to learn than others (Canady & 

Rettig, 1995).  It is important for schools to develop balanced literacy instruction within a 

schedule that is structured to foster comprehension development and reduce the risk of 

gaps in literacy development.  This study shows that balanced literacy implemented in a 

departmentalized classroom in the second grade can increase comprehension at the same 

rate as a traditional self-contained classroom.  It also demonstrates that early balanced 

literacy instruction that is carried out in departmentalized or self-contained environments 

in lower elementary is beneficial to gender subpopulations.  Comprehension levels 

increased in males and females in both schedule structures.  Therefore, schools that are 

concerned about closing the reading achievement gaps between genders in the earlier 

grades would benefit from implementing departmentalized classrooms or retaining self-

contained environments.  Since there is not a significant difference in the rate of 

comprehension growth between the two schedules, there is not enough evidence to 

support the addition of departmentalization balanced literacy classrooms in all grades 

prior to third grade based on this single study.  There is a need for further examination of 

an elementary departmentalized approach prior to any conclusion being made.  This 

study supports the conclusion that either scheduling method would be effective in 

increasing comprehension levels for early readers in second grade.  However, other 

factors, such as student motivation and student performance without basal readers 

instruction that could not be measured.  These factors, which will be discussed in future 
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studies, must be considered in the decision-making process when determining which 

scheduling method is best for students.  

Limitations 

 Since this is an archival study, there are variables that could not be controlled by 

the researcher, resulting in limitations to the study.  First, this study is limited to 

measuring the effectiveness of departmentalized and self-contained classrooms that used 

basal readers as the foundation for balanced literacy instruction on one campus.  All of 

the participating classrooms taught using identical lesson plans that incorporated the use 

of basal readers that were adopted by the school district. Although additional 

departmentalized and self-contained second grade classrooms from other campuses 

needed to be included in the study, the extent in which basal readers are integrated into 

literacy instruction varies according to campus. Therefore, the sample size was limited to 

participants that received similar lessons that integrated the same materials. A larger 

sample size would also allow an opportunity to further examine if there is a significant 

difference with the gender by time interaction.  Also, additional time was needed to 

solicit interview candidates from within the pool of participating teachers.   

Secondly, the methods of display varied in each classroom.  Although all of the 

departmentalized classrooms and self-contained classrooms had the same second grade 

concepts, each teacher displayed the concepts with a variety of materials.  Therefore, 

students were exposed to literacy concepts using different styles of print and media.  

Furthermore, there was no inter-observer reliability used during the administration 

of the instrument used to measure comprehension levels.  Teachers received training 

prior to giving the benchmark assessment, and this same instrument was used in every 
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second grade classroom across the district.  There was little chance for misinterpretation 

as a result of the list of acceptable student responses and scripted teacher prompts.  The 

comprehension is scored on a rubric and is calculated according to a list of specific 

behaviors that were exhibited by the student during the assessment, which leaves little 

opportunity for teacher interpretation.  This assessment design reduces the margin of 

error by the testing administrator. 

 Finally, the effects of departmentalized and self-contained balanced literacy 

instruction were measured according to comprehension levels.  The effects of the two 

approaches to teaching literacy need to be examined using alternative measures.  The 

alternatives to measuring the effectiveness of the two methods will be discussed in more 

detail in future studies. 

Future Studies 

 There is a need for more studies on the effects of departmentalized and self-

contained classroom structures on primary reading achievement.  No other studies on the 

effects of classroom schedule on student achievement prior to third grade have been 

documented.  Additional studies are needed on departmentalized and self-contained 

classrooms during the early childhood years to determine if they will produce similar 

results.  Since this is a study of archival data, the cost of implementation was not 

considered.  Schools that are interested in incorporating these varying approaches must 

be conscious of the expenses associated with acquiring training and materials for 

participating teachers prior and during implementation of a departmentalized approach.  

 Schools and districts that are interested in adding a departmentalized schedule to 

balanced literacy in the lower grades must also be conscious of the impact it will have on 
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comprehension levels if basal readers are not used.  The basal reading program used by 

participating groups outlined a scope and sequence of activities that were followed by all 

of the teachers and students.  The current study was unable to measure classrooms that 

included lessons outside of a basal.  Many institutions develop reading curriculums that 

do not include a basal.  Future studies are needed to analyze the effects of balanced 

literacy in departmentalized and self-contained classrooms in the primary grades that use 

alternative teaching materials.  

Educational groups that are interested in implementing balanced literacy within a 

departmentalized approach in grades prior to third grade are recommended to consider 

the social development of students.  The current study did not factor in the social 

behaviors of the students; therefore future studies may need to consider the impact of a 

departmentalized approach on the social interactions and relationships between students 

and their teachers.  Many campuses and districts believe that building positive student 

relationships serve as a component that is needed to foster academic achievement.  Social 

development is also a priority during the early years of a child’s life.  Future studies need 

to examine the effects of departmentalized and self-contained approaches on the social 

development and student attitudes towards school in the early grades.  Also, future 

studies need to examine the long term effects of students that receive self-contained and 

departmentalized balanced literacy as they transition from elementary to secondary 

education. 

 Prospective studies should also investigate the student application of 

comprehension strategies and student attitudes towards reading after receiving balanced 

literacy instruction in departmentalized and self-contained classroom structures.  Some 
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schools share the belief that the amount of exposure to reading, as well as the types of 

student engagement with literacy impacts their perception of reading and motivation to be 

a life-long reader.  Impending studies should explore student feedback regarding how the 

classroom structure has impacted student motivation to read. 

 Although teacher feedback was acquired following an analysis of student data, 

future studies should contemplate soliciting teacher feedback regarding their attitudes and 

opinions about balanced literacy in the different settings before and during 

implementation.  Further investigation of teacher attitudes and opinions need to seek 

more specific details that can identify strengths and areas of improvement within the 

approaches, as well as specific literacy activities that yield favorable and unfavorable 

results within each classroom organizational structure. 

Conclusion 

 Balanced literacy instruction within a departmentalized schedule is an effective 

approach for teaching reading with students in second grade.  According to Lewis (1999) 

a number of elementary schools have adopted block scheduling to reduce instructional 

fragmentation, improve discipline, and provide regularly scheduled opportunity for 

learning enrichment.  However, a traditional self-contained schedule in elementary school 

is an effective approach for teaching foundational reading skills as well.  Students in self-

contained classrooms have been found to perform just as well in Language Arts 

(McGrath & Rust, 2002; Randler et al., 2006).  Balanced literacy encompasses a variety 

of teaching strategies that are designed to meet the needs of all learners.  These strategies 

are structured into a formal structure to develop comprehension by allowing large 

amounts of time for reading, collaborative learning, and encouraging student discussions 
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of texts with peers and with teachers (Fielding & Pearson, 1994).  Educational leaders 

and administrators must consider establishing balanced literacy within an organized 

schedule that promotes comprehension growth in all students. 

 Gaps in reading achievement have led to the exploration of alternative schedules 

to strengthen student comprehension. Schools have begun implementing instruction in 

non-traditional schedules to maximize student engagement and decrease the number of 

at-risk students.  In the primary grades of kindergarten to second grade, reading has 

become a tool for determining academic ability and mastery.  Therefore, early childhood 

and teachers in the primary grades dedicate large portions of their instructional day to 

developing a child’s literacy skills. The goal of designing a literacy framework that 

includes well-developed, small group instruction coupled with effective, whole-group 

literacy teaching (Fisher & Frey, 2007) has caused educators to focus on the most 

effective ways to deliver balanced literacy instruction.  In Texas, retention rates 

decreased in every grade except for second grade in 2011 (Texas Education Agency, 

2013), therefore the approaches that are being employed to teach balanced literacy need 

to be revisited.  Although alternative class schedules are commonly observed beginning 

in the third grade, balanced literacy within a traditional self-contained environment and 

within a non-traditional environment are equally effective in second grade.  The 

effectiveness of both scheduling methods in second grade allows administrators and 

teachers the flexibility to design a balanced literacy program that can target students that 

have been identified as struggling readers in the early grades and assist them in acquiring 

the skills that are needed to mature into life-long readers. 

 
 

 



References 

 
Ajayi, L. J. (2005).  A sociocultural perspective:  Language arts framework, vocabulary  

activities and English language learners in a second grade mixed classroom.  

Journal of Instructional Psychology, 32(3), 180-195. 

Allington, R. L. (2011). What at-risk readers need. Educational Leadership, 68(6), 40-45. 

Alspaugh, J.W., & Harting, R.D. (1995). Transition effects of school grade-level  

organization on student achievement. Journal of Research and Development in 

Education, 28(3), 145-149. 

Ashworth, D. R. (1999). Effects of direction instruction and basal reading instruction  

programs on the reading achievement of second graders. Reading Improvement, 

36(4), 150-156. 

Bambino, D. (2005). Learning to see with a third eye: Working to address inquity  

effectively. Educational Horizons, 84(1), 47-50. 

Bandura, A., & Bussey, K. (1999). Social cognitive theory of gender development and  

differentiation. Psychological Review, 106(4), 676-713. 

Bapir, M. (2012). Validity and reliability in qualitative research. Retrieved from  

http://www.academia.edu/997438/Validity_and_Reliability_in_Qualitative_Resea

rch on October 26, 2013. 

Beaver, J. M. (1997). Developmental reading assessment. Upper Saddle River, NJ:  

Celebration press. 

Belfiore, P. J., Auld, R., & Lee, D. L. (2005). The disconnect of poor-urban education:  

Equal access and a pedagogy of risk taking. Psychology in the Schools, 42(8), 

855-863. 



89 
 

Below, J. L., Skinner, C. H., Fearrington, J. Y., & Sorrell, C. A. (2010). Gender  

differences in early literacy: Analysis of kindergarten through fifth-grade dynamic 

indicators of basic early literacy skills probes. School Psychology Review, 39(2), 

240-257.  

Bingham, G. E., & Hall-Kenyon, K. M. (2013). Examining teachers’ beliefs about and  

implementation of a balanced literacy framework. Journal of Research in 

Reading, 36(1), 14-28. 

Biesinger, K. D., Crippen, K. J., & Muis, K. R. (2008). The impact of block scheduling  

on student motivation and classroom practice in mathematics. National 

Association of Secondary School Principals, 92(3), 191-208. doi: 

10.1177/0192636508323925. 

Bitter, C., O’Day, J., Gubbins, P., & Socias, M. (2009). What works to improve student  

literacy achievement? An examination of instructional practices in a balanced 

literacy approach. Journal of Education for Students Placed at Risk, 14(1), 17-44. 

doi: 10.1080/10824660802715403  

Blachowicz, C. L. Z., Buhle, R. Ogle, D., Frost, S., Correa, A., & Kinner, J. D. (2010).  

Hit the ground running:  Ten ideas for preparing and s supporting urban literacy 

coaches. The Reading Teacher, 63(5), 348-359. 

Bond, G.R., & Dykstra, R. (1967). The cooperative research program in first-grade  

reading instruction. Reprinted in Reading Research Quarterly, 32(4). 

Bredekamp, S., & Jalongo, M. (Eds.) (2003). Major trends in education:  challenges,  

controversies, and insights. New York, NY. Teachers College Press. 

  

 



90 
 

Bussey, K., & Bandura, A. (1999). Social cognitive theory of gender development and  

differentiation. Psychological Review, 106(4), 676-713.  

Butzin, S. M. (2004). Stop the insanity! It takes a team to leave no child behind. Phi  

Delta Kappan, 307-309. 

Canady, R. L. (1988). A cure for fragmented schedules in elementary schools.  

Educational Leadership, 46(2), 65-68. 

Canady, R. L., & Rettig, M. D. (1995). The power of innovative scheduling. Educational  

Leadership, 53(3), 4-10. 

Canady, R. L., & Rettig (2001). Block Scheduling: The key to quality learning time.  

Principal, 80(3), 30-34. 

Cappella, E., Neal, J. W., & Sahu, N. (2012). Children’s agreement on classroom social  

networks:  Cross-level predictors in urban elementary schools. Merrill-Palmer 

Quarterly, 58(3), 285-313. 

Catsambis, S., Mulkey, L. M., Buttaro, A., Steelman, L. C., & Kock, P. R. (2012).  

Examining gender differences in ability group placement at the onset of 

schooling: The role of skills, behaviors, and teacher evaluations. The Journal of 

Educational Research, 105, 8-20. doi: 10.1080/00220671.2010.514779 

Chan, T. C., & Jarman, D. (2004). Departmentalize elementary schools.  Principal, 84,  

70. Chang, F. C., Munoz, M. A., & Koshewa, S. (2008). Evaluating the impact of  

departmentalization on elementary school students. Planning and Changing, 

39(3&4), 131-145. 

 

 

 



91 
 

Chang, F. C., Muñoz, M. A., & Koshewa, S. (2008). Evaluating the impact of  

departmentalization on elementary school students. Planning & Changing, 

39(3/4), 131-145. 

Cleovoulou, Y. (2008). Socially inclusive pedagogy in literacy classes: Fostering  

inclusion in the inner city. Journal of Urban Learning Teaching and Research, 4, 

23-34. 

Cooke, D. H., & Whitmore, B. E. (1934). Subject combinations in departmentalized  

elementary schools. The Elementary School Journal, 34(7), 526-532. 

Cooter, R. B. (2003). Teacher “capacity-building” helps urban children succeed in  

reading. The Reading Teacher, 57(2), 198-205. 

Corbett, M. (2010). Backing the right horse:  Teacher education, sociocultural analysis  

and literacy in rural education. Teaching and Teacher Education, 26, 82-86. doi: 

10.1016/j.tate.2009.08.001. 

Daniels, H. (Ed.) (1996).  An Introduction to Vygotsky. New York, NY.  Routledge. 

Daniels, H., Cole, M., & Wertsch, J. V. (Eds.) (2007). The Cambridge companion to  

Vygtosky. New York, NY. Cambridge Press. 

Davidson, K. (2010).  The integration of cognitive and sociocultural theories of literacy  

development: Why? How? The Alberta Journal of Educational Research, 56(3),  
 
246-256. 

 
Del Viscio, J. J., & Muffs, M. L. (2007). Regrouping students. School Administrator,  
 

64(8), 26-30. 
 
 

 

 



92 
 

Donat, D. J. (2006).  Reading their way:  A balanced approach that increases  

achievement. Reading & Writing Quarterly, 22(4), 305-323. doi: 

10.1080/10573560500455745 

Duffy, A. M. (2001).  Balance, literacy, acceleration, and responsive teaching in a  

summer school literacy program for elementary school struggling readers.  

Reading Research and Instruction, 40(2), 67-100. 

Elias, M. J., & Haynes, N. M. (2008). Social competence, social support, and academic  

achievement in minority, low-income, urban elementary school children. School 

Psychology Quarterly, 23(4), 474-495. doi: 10.1037/1045-3830.23.4.474 

Elsea, B. (2001). Increasing students' reading readiness skills through the use of a  

balanced literacy program. (Doctoral dissertation). Retrieved from  

http://www.uh.edu 

Evans, W., Tokarczyk, J., Rice, S., & McCray, A. (2002). Block scheduling: An  

evaluation of outcomes and impact.  The Clearing House, 75(6), 319-323. 

Fisher, D. & Frey, N. (2007). Implementing a school wide literacy framework: Improving  

achievement in an urban elementary school. The Reading Teacher, 61(1), 32-43. 

doi: 10.1598/RT.61.1.4 

Frey, B. B., Lee, S. W., Tollefson, N., Pass, L., & Massengill, D. (2005). Balanced  

literacy in an urban school district. The Journal of Educational Research, 98(5), 

272-280. 

Goddard, R. D. ((2003). Relational networks, social trust, and norms:  A social capital  

perspective on students’ chances of academic success. Educational Evaluation 

and Policy Analysis, 25(1), 59-74. 

 



93 
 

Griva, E., Alevriadou, A., & Semoglou, K. (2012). Reading preferences and strategies  

employed by primary school students: Gender, socio-cognitive and citizenship 

issues. International Education Studies, 5(2), 24-34. 

Gullatt, D. E. (2006). Block scheduling: The effects on curriculum and student  

productivity. National Association of Secondary School Principals, 90(3), 250-

266. 

Hackmann, D. G. (2004). Constructivism and block scheduling:  Making a connection.  

Phi Delta Kappan, 85(9), 697-702. 

Hall-Turner, B., Slate, J. R., & Onwuegbuzie, A. J. (2001). Block scheduling and Georgia  

elementary students’ academic achievement:  An exploratory study. Educational 

Research Quarterly, 25(2), 34-38. 

Hamdy, M., & Urich, T. R. (1998). Principals’ perceptions of block scheduling.  

American Secondary Education, 26(3), 8-12. 

Hampton, S. F. (2007). The effects of scheduling on fourth grade student achievement in  

selected elementary schools. (Order No. 3361391, South Carolina State 

University). ProQuest Dissertations and Theses, 73. Retrieved from 

http://search.proquest.com.ezproxy.lib.uh.edu/docview/304713074?accountid=71

07. (304713074). 

Han, H. S. (2010). Sociocultural influence on children’s social competence:  A close look  

at kindergarten teachers’ beliefs. Journal of Research in Childhood Education, 

24, 80-96. doi: 10.1080/02568540903439425. 

Harris, M. B. (1996). The effect of departmentalization on the reading achievement of  

sixth-grade students. Retrieved from ERIC database. (ED 395298). 

 



94 
 

Hassett, D. D. (2006). Signs of the times:  The governance of alphabetic print over  

‘appropriate’ and ‘natural’ reading development. Journal of Early Childhood 

Literacy, 6(1), 77-103. doi: 10.1177/1468798406062176.  

Hawke, J. L., Olson, R. K., Willcut, E. G., Wadsworth, S. J., & DeFries, J. C. (2009).  

Gender ratios for reading difficulties. Dyslexia, 15, 239-242. doi: 10.1002/dys 

Hay, S. M. (2011, May 1). Principal-directed collaborative planning in the elementary  

school.  Online Submission. 

Heydon, R., Hibbert, K., & Iannacci, L. (2005). Strategies to support balanced literacy  

approaches in pre- and in-service teacher education. Journal of Adolescent & 

Adult Literacy, 48(4), 312-319. 

Hibbert, K., & Iannacci, L. (2005). From dissemination to discernment:  The  

commodification of literacy instruction and the fostering of “good teacher 

consumerism.” International Reading Association, 716-727.  doi: 

10.1598/RT.58.8.2. 

Hill, K. D. (2012). We’re actually comfortable with diversity:  Affirming teacher  

candidates for culturally relevant reading pedagogy in urban practicum. Action in 

Teacher Education, 34, 420-432. Doi: 10.1080/01626620.2012.729472. 

Honig, B. (1996). Teaching our children to read:  The role of skills in a comprehensive  

reading program. Corwin Press, Inc. Thousand Oaks, CA.  

Iaquinta, A. (2006).  Guided reading:  A research-based response to the challenges of  

early reading instruction.  Early Childhood Education Journal, 33(6), 413-418. 

doi: 10.1007/s10643-006-0074-2 

 

 



95 
 

Irmsher, K. (1996). What’s wrong with the six or seven day period?  ERIC Digest, 104,  

1-6.  

Ivey, G., Baumann, J. F., & Jarrard, D. (2000). Exploring literacy balance:  Iterations in a  

second-grade and a sixth-grade classroom.  Reading Research & Instruction, 

39(4), 291-309. 

Jenkins, E., Queen, A., & Algozzine, B. (2002). To block or not to block: That’s not the  

question. The Journal of Educational Research, 95(4), 196-202. 

Johannessen, J., & Lorenz, H. (2001). Block scheduling revisited. The French  

Review75(1), 142-147. 

John-Steiner, V. & Holbrook, M. (1996). Sociocultural approaches to learning and  

development: A Vygotskian framework. Educational Psychologist, 31(3/4), 191-

206. 

Kennedy, E., & Sheil, G. (2010). Raising literacy levels with collaborative on-site  

professional development in an urban disadvantaged school. The Reading 

Teacher, 63(5), 372-383. 

Kent, K. P. (2010). Self-contained versus departmentalized school organization and the  

impact on fourth and fifth grade student achievement in reading and mathematics 

as determined by the kentucky core content test. (Order No. 3479929, University 

of Louisville). ProQuest Dissertations and Theses, , 145. Retrieved from 

http://search.proquest.com.ezproxy.lib.uh.edu/docview/896956115?accountid=71

07. (896956115). 

Klecker, B. (2006). The gender gap in NAEP fourth-, eighth-, and twelfth-grade reading  

scores across years. Reading Improvement, 43(1), 50-56. 

 



96 
 

Knapp, M. S. (2008). How can organizational and sociocultural learning theories shed  

light on district instructional reform?  American Journal of Education, 114, 521-

539.  doi: 0195-6744/2008/11404-0001. 

Kurdek, L. A., & Sinclair, R. J. (2001). Predicting reading and mathematics achievement  

in fourth-grade children from kindergarten readiness scores. Journal of 

Educational Psychology, 93(3), 451-455. doi:  10.1037//0022-0663.93.3.451. 

Lamme, L. L. (1976). Self-contained to departmentalized: How reading habits changed.  

The Elementary School Journal, 76(4), 208-218. 

Lane, K. L., Barton-Arwood, S. M., Nelson, J. R., & Wehby, J. (2008). Academic  

performance of students with emotional and behavioral disorders served in a self-

contained setting. Juvenile Behavior Education, 17, 43-62. doi: 10.1007/s10864-

007-9050-1. 

LaRocque, M. (2008).  Assessing perceptions of the environment in elementary  

classrooms: the link with achievement.  Educational Psychology in Practice, 

24(4), 289-305. doi: 10.1080/02667360802488732. 

Lazar, A. M. (2007). It’s not just about teaching kids to read: Helping preservice teachers  

acquire a mindset for teaching children in urban communities.  Journal of 

Literacy Research, 39(4), 411-443. 

Lewis, R. W. (1999). Block scheduling: Changing the system. (Doctoral dissertation).  

Retrieved from  http://www.uh.edu. 

Lietz, P. (2006). Issues in the change in gender differences in reading achievement in  

cross-national research studies since 1992: A meta-analytic view. International 

Education Journal, 7(2), 127-149. 

 



97 
 

Limbrick, L., Wheldall, K., & Madelaine, A. (2011). Why do more boys than girls have a  

reading disability? A review of the evidence. Australasian Journal of Special 

Education, 35(1), 1-24. doi: 10.1375/ajse.35.1.1. 

Logan, S., & Johnston, R. (2009).  Gender differences in reading ability and attitudes:  

examining where these differences lie. Journal of Research in Reading, 32(2), 

199-214. doi: 10.111/j.1467-9817.2008.01389.x. 

Logan, S., & Johnston, R. (2010). Investigating gender differences in reading.  

Educational Review, 62(2), 175-187. doi: 10.1080/00131911003637006. 

Logan, S., & Medford, E. (2011). Gender differences in strength of association between  

motivation, competency beliefs and reading skill. Educational Research, 53(1), 

85-94. doi: 10.1080/00131881.2011.552242. 

Lundberg, I., Larsman, P., & Strid, A. (2012). Development of phonological awareness  

during the preschool year: the influence of gender and socio-economic status. 

Read Writ, 25, 305-320. doi: 10.1007/s1145-010-6236-4. 

Ma, X. (2008). Within-school gender gaps in reading, mathematics, and science literacy.  

Comparative Education Review, 52(3), 437-460. doi: 0010-4086/2008/5203-0005. 

Mac Iver, M. A. & Kemper, E. (2002). The impact of direct instruction on elementary  

students’ reading achievement in an urban school district. Journal of Education 

for Students Placed At Risk, 7(2), 197-220. 

Marchant, G. J., & Paulson, S. B. (2001). Differential school functioning in a block  

schedule: A comparison of academic profiles. The High School Journal, 84(4), 

12-20. 

  

 



98 
 

Marinak, B. A., & Gambrell, L. B. (2010). Reading motivation: Exploring the elementary  

gender gap. Literacy Research and Instruction, 49, 129-141. doi: 

10.1080/1938807092803795. 

Mason, L.  (2007).  Introduction:  Bridging the cognitive and sociocultural approaches in  

research on conceptual change:  Is it feasible?  Educational Psychology, 42(1), 1-

7. 

McCarty, A. M., & Christ, T. J. (2010). Test review: Beaver, J. M., & Carter, M. A.  

(2006). "The developmental reading assessment--second edition" (DRA2). Upper 

Saddle River, NJ--Pearson. Assessment for Effective Intervention, 35(3), 182-185. 

McGeown, S., Goodwin, H., Henderson, N., & Wright, P. (2012). Gender differences in  

reading motivation: Does sex or gender identity provide a better account? Journal 

of Research in Reading, 35(3), 328-336. doi: 10./j.1467-9817.2010.01481.x. 

McGrath, C. J., & Rust, J. O. (2002). Academic achievement and between-class transition  

time for self-contained and departmental upper-elementary classes.  Journal of 

Instructional Psychology, 29(1), 40-43. 

Milam, A.J., Furr-Holden, C.D.M., & Leaf, P.J. (2010).  Perceived school and  

neighborhood safety, neighborhood violence and academic achievement in urban 

school children. Urban Review, 42, 458-467. doi: 10/1007/s11256-010-0165-7. 

Mishne, J. M. (1996). The learning curve:  Elevating children’s academic & social  

competence.  Northvale, New Jersey.  Jason Aronson Inc. 

Mowen, G. G., & Mowen, C. (2004). To block-schedule or not? The Education Digest,  

50-53. 

  

 



99 
 

Nation, K., & Angell, P. (2006). Learning to read and learning to comprehend. London  

Review Of Education, 4(1), 77-87. doi:10.1080/13603110600574538.  

National Center for Education Statistics. (2013). The Nation’s Report Card: Trends in  

academic progress 2012. Education Digest, 79(1), 59-63. 

National Commission on Excellence in Education. (1983). A nation at risk: The  

imperative for educational reform. The Elementary School Journal, 113-130. 

Olson, C. A. (2010). The gender divide: The effectiveness of departmentalized gender- 
 

inclusive classrooms. (Order No. 3402233, Capella University). ProQuest  
 
Dissertations and Theses,128-n/a. Retrieved from  
 
http://search.proquest.com.ezproxy.lib.uh.edu/docview/288433519?accountid=71 
 
07. (288433519) on July 29, 2013.  

 

Ortlieb, E. T., & Cheek, E. H. (2008). How geographic location plays a role within  

instruction: Venturing into both rural and urban elementary schools.  Educational 

Research Quarterly, 31(2), 48-64. 

Pajares, F. (2002). Gender and perceived self-efficacy in self-regulated learning.  Theory  

into Practice, 41(2), 116-125. 

Patton, K. K. (2003). A comparison of mathematics achievement by gender, socio- 

economic status, and ethnicity in departmentalized and self-contained elementary 

school organizational structures. (Order No. 3090857, University of Miami). 

ProQuest Dissertations and Theses, 58 p. Retrieved from 

http://search.proquest.com.ezproxy.lib.uh.edu/docview/305323022?accountid=71

07. (305323022) on July 29, 2013. 

  

 



100 
 

Peck, S. M. (2010).  Not on the same page but working together: Lessons from an award- 

winning urban elementary school. The Reading Teacher, 63(5), 394-403. doi: 

10.1598/RT.63.5.5. 

Penuel, W. R. & Wertsch, J. V. (1995). Vygotsky and identity formation:  A sociocultural  

approach. Educational Psychologist, 30(2), 83-92. 

Phan, H. P. (2010). A theoretical perspective of learning in the Pacific context:  A  

sociocultural perspective. Electronic Journal of Research in Educational  

Psychology, 8(1), 411-428. 

Pilonieta, P. (2010).  Instruction of research-based comprehension strategies in basal  

reading programs.  Reading Psychology, 31, 150-175. doi: 

10.1080/02702710902754119. 

Ponder, L. D. (2008). Elementary school structures: The effects of self-contained and  

departmentalized classrooms on third and fourth grade student achievement. 

(Order No. 3350769, Stephen F. Austin State University). ProQuest Dissertations 

and Theses, , 115-n/a. Retrieved from 

http://search.proquest.com.ezproxy.lib.uh.edu/docview/304841201?accountid=71

07. (304841201) on July 29, 2013.  

Popplewell, S. R., & Doty, D. E. (2001). Classroom instruction and reading  

comprehension:  A comparison of one basal reader approach and the four-blocks 

framework. Reading Psychology, 22, 83-94. 

Prado, L., & Plourde, L. S. (2011). Increasing reading comprehension through the  

explicit teaching of reading strategies: Is there a difference among the genders? 

Reading Improvement, 48(1), 32-43. 

 



101 
 

Pressley, M., Roehrig, A., Bogner, K., Raphael, L. M., & Dolezal, S. (2002).  Balanced  

literacy instruction.  Focus on Exceptional Children, 34(5), 1-14. 

Queen, J. A., & Gaskey, K. A. (1997). Steps for improving school climate in block  

scheduling.  Phi Delta Kappan, 79, 158-161. 

Randler, C., Kranich, K., & Eisele, M. (2008). Block scheduled versus traditional biology  

teaching—an educational experiment using the water lily. Instructional Science, 

36(1), 17-25. doi: 10.1007/s11251-007-9020-y. 

Rasinski, T., & Padak, N. (2004).  Beyond consensus—beyond balance:  Toward a  

comprehensive literacy curriculum.   Reading & Writing Quarterly, 20(1), 91- 

102. doi: 10.1080/1057360490242813. 

Rettig, M. D., & Canady, R. L. (2003). Block scheduling’s missteps, successes and  

variables.  School Administrator, 60(9), 26-31. 

Rice, J. K., Croniger, R. G., & Roelike, C. F. (2002). The effect of block scheduling high  

school mathematics courses on student achievement and teachers’ use of time: 

Implications for educational productivity. Economics of Education Review, 21, 

599-607. 

Riebar, R. W. (Ed.) (1998). The collected works of L. S. Vygotsky. New York, NY.  

Plenum Press. 

Robertson, C. E. S. (2012). The organization of classrooms: The perspectives of  
 

administrators and teachers. (Order No. 3519269, Southeastern Louisiana  
 
University). ProQuest Dissertations and Theses, , 248. Retrieved from  
 
http://search.proquest.com.ezproxy.lib.uh.edu/docview/1034587479?accountid=7 
 
107. (1034587479) on July 29, 2013.  

 

 



102 
 

Rog, L. J. (2003). Guided reading basics: Organizing, managing and implementing a  

balanced literacy program in K-3. Ontario, Canada. Pembroke Publishers, 

Limited. 

Rogers, M. S., & Palardy, J. M. (2001). A survey of organizational patterns and grouping  

strategies used in elementary schools in the southeast. Education, 108(1), 113- 

118. 

Santamaria, L., & Thousand, J. (2004). Collaboration, co-teaching, and differentiated  

instruction: A process-oriented approach to whole schooling. International 

Journal of Whole Schooling, 1(1), 13-16. 

Scott, J. L., Teale, W. H. (2009). Effective literacy instruction for urban children: Voices  

from the classroom. The Reading Teacher, 63(4), 338-341. doi: 

10.1598/RT.63.4.11. 

Senesac, B. V., & Burns, M. K. (2008).  Theoretical soundness, proven effectiveness, and  

implementation fidelity of the HOSTS language arts program among children 

identified as at-risk in urban elementary schools.  Journal of Instructional 

Psychology, 35(2), 212-221. 

Smith, J. K., Smith, L. F., Gilmore, A., & Jameson, M. (2012).  Students’ self-perception  

of reading ability, enjoyment of reading and reading achievement. Learning and 

Individual Differences, 22, 202-206. doi: 10.1016/j.lindif.2011.04.010. 

Spira, E.G., Bracken, S.S., & Fischel, J.E. (2005). Predicting improvement after first- 

grade reading difficulties:  The effects of oral language, emergent literacy, and 

behavior skills. Developmental Psychology, 41(1), 225-234. doi: 10.1037/0012-

1649.41.1.225. 

 



103 
 

Stephens, K. (2007).  Text to test comparison in Texas:  An analysis of informational  

texts in readers for elementary students. College Reading Association Yearbook, 

28, 142-156. 

Stoet, G., & Geary, D. C. (2013). Sex differences in mathematics and reading  

achievement are inversely related:  Within- and across-nation assessment of 10 

years of PISA data. PLoS ONE, 8(3): e57988. doi: 10.1371/journal.pone.0057988. 

Stoicheva, M., & ERIC Clearinghouse on Reading, E. N. (1999). Balanced Reading  

Instruction. ERIC Digest. 

Swaminathan, R. (2004). “It’s my place”:  Student perspectives on urban school  

effectiveness, school effectiveness and school improvement: An international 

journal of research, policy, and practice. School Effectiveness and School 

Improvement, 15(1), 33-63. 

Texas Education Agency (2013).  Grade-level retention in Texas public schools, 2011- 

2012.  Retrieved from http://www.tea.state.tx.us/acctres/retention_index.html on 

February 1, 2014. 

Thompson, F.T. (2002).  Student achievement, selected environmental characteristics,  

and neighborhood type.  The Urban Review, 34(3), 277-292. 

U.S. Department of Education. (2007). NCES Statistical Standards (NCES 2007-305).  

Washington, DC:  National Center for Education Statistics. 

U. S. Department of Education National Center for Education Statistics.  (2009).  School  

Locale Definitions.  Washington DC:  Author.  Retrieved from 

http://nces.ed.gov/surveys/urbaned/page2.asp on February 10, 2013. 

 

 



104 
 

U.S. Department of Health, Education & Welfare, American Association of School  

Administrators.  (1965).  Departmentalization in elementary schools (Circ-7-

1965).   

Veal, W. R., & Flinders, D. J. (2001). How block scheduling reform effects classroom  

practice. The High School Journal, 84(4), 21-31. 

Walker-Dalhouse, D., Risko, V. J., Lathrop, K., & Porter, S. (2010). Helping diverse  

struggling readers through reflective teaching and coaching. The Reading 

Teacher, 64(1), 70-72. doi: 10.1598/RT.64.1.11. 

Walsh, D. (2002). Kids don't read because they can't read. Education Digest, 67(5), 29. 

Wang, C., Algozzine, B., Ma, W., & Porfeli, E. (2011). Oral reading rates of second- 

grade students. Journal of Educational Psychology, 103(2), 442-454. doi: 

10.1037/a0023029. 

Warren, M.R. (2005).  Communities and schools:  A new view of urban education  

reform. Harvard Educational Review, 75(2), 133-173. 

Welsh, M., Parke, R. D., Widaman, K., & O’Neil, R. (2001). Linkages between  

children’s social and academic competence:  A longitudinal analysis.  Journal of 

School Psychology, 39(6), 463-481. 

Wharton-McDonald, R., Pressley, M., Rankin, J., Mistretta, J., Yokoi, L., & Ettenberger,  

S. (1997). Effective primary-grades literacy instruction = balanced literacy 

instruction. The Reading Teacher, 50(6), 518-521. 

Wharton-McDonald, R., Pressley, M., & Hamptom, J. M. (1998).  Literacy instruction in  

nine first-grade classrooms:  Teachers characteristics and student achievement.  

The Elementary School Journal, 99(2), 101-128.  

 



105 
 

Wilcox, G. B. (1964). An experimental study of departmentalized teaching and self- 

contained classes in the corona, california, elementary schools. (Order No. 

EP26109, Chapman University). ProQuest Dissertations and Theses, , 59. 

Retrieved from 

http://search.proquest.com.ezproxy.lib.uh.edu/docview/302127405?accountid=71

07. (302127405) on July 29, 2013. 

Williams, E. J. (1999). Developmental reading assessment: Reliability study. Retrieved  

October 25, 2013. 

Williams, M. W. (2009). Comparison of fifth-grade students' mathematics achievement  

as evidenced by georgia's criterion-referenced competency test: Traditional and 

departmentalized settings. (Order No. 3350202, Liberty University). ProQuest 

Dissertations and Theses,153. Retrieved from 

http://search.proquest.com.ezproxy.lib.uh.edu/docview/305135894?accountid=71

07. (305135894) on July 29, 2013. 

Yearwood, C. (2011). Effects of departmentalized versus traditional settings on fifth  

graders math and reading achievement. (Liberty University). ProQuest 

Dissertations and Theses, 142. Retrieved from 

http://search.proquest.com.ezproxy.lib.uh.edu/docview/884788809?accountid=71

07. (884788809) on July 29, 2013. 

Zepeda, S. J., & Mayers, R. S. (2006). An analysis of research on block scheduling.  

Review of Educational Research, 76(1), 137-170.  

 
 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix A  

 
 
  



107 
 

 

 

 



108 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix B  

Developmental Reading Assessment (DRA) 
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1. By 2011, how many years had you been teaching? 

 

2. How many years had you been teaching second grade? 

 

3. Were you self-contained or departmentalized? 

 

4. Did you receive any type of training to prepare for teaching in a departmentalized 

classroom? If so, please describe. 

 

5. How do you believe that teaching in one method (self-contained) differ from 

another (departmentalized)? 

 

6. What kinds of activities did you implement in your classroom (self-contained or 

departmentalized) that you believe would be more difficult to implement in the 

other type of classroom (self-contained or departmentalized)? Why? 

 

7. Which scheduling method (self-contained or departmentalized) do you prefer? 

Why? 
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Daily Departmentalized Schedule--Language Arts 

Implemented in the morning and repeated in the afternoon 

Literacy Activity Timeframe 
Spelling/Phonemic Awareness 15 minutes 
Class Note (Grammar, Language) 10 minutes 
Shared Reading/Read Aloud (Model 
Comprehension Strategy) 

20 minutes 

Guided Practice (Comprehension Strategy) 20 minutes 
Independent Practice, Literacy Centers, 
Small Reading Groups (concurrently) 

40 minutes 

Writing 30 minutes 
 

 

Daily Self-Contained Schedule (All Academic Subjects) 

Implemented with one homeroom 

Subject Time 
Language Arts 8:15-9:05, 9:50-11:15 
Specials (Art, Music, PE, Technology) 9:05-9:50 
Social Studies 11:15-12:00 
Lunch/Recess 12:00-12:45 
Mathematics 12:45-2:00 
Science 2:00-2:45 
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