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Abstract 

High stakes testing holds schools accountable for student performance.  When 

students fail standardized tests, schools are held responsible for raising student scores.   

On May 31, 2014, ninth grade students in Texas took the STAAR English I End-

of-Course exam.  Of the over 350,000 students in the state who took the exam, 28 percent 

failed the combined reading and writing exam (Texas Education Agency, 2014).  The 

state requires that school districts provide “accelerated instruction” for any student who 

fails “to perform satisfactorily on an end-of-course assessment instrument required for 

graduation” (HB5, 2013, p.  36).  This accelerated instruction was offered by a large 

suburban school district in the form of a summer program in June of 2014 to prepare 

students for the re-test in July. 

Summer programs have long been used by many districts to further students’ 

coursework, and are now more frequently being used for test preparation. However, the 

research on the effectiveness of summer programs to increase test scores is inconclusive.  

Therefore, this study focused on whether or not one summer-mandated program in Texas 

improved student test scores.  It also compared the summer program’s curriculum and 

instructional strategies to the best practices of teaching reading and writing. 

The study answered this research question: Was there a significant difference 

between the July passing rates of the students who took the summer program (Group A) 

and the students who did not (Group B)? 

The data was analyzed using an analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) to compare 

the difference in scores between the attendees (N = 390) and the non-attendees (N = 257).  
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Then the demographic subgroups were further analyzed using an ANCOVA to detect 

significant differences between and within the different groups. 

It was found that attendance in the summer program had a significant effect on 

students’ retest scores.  Through further demographic analysis, it was also found that 

economically disadvantaged attendees and non-attendees had higher average scores as a 

group than the attendees as a whole.  Additionally, the session a student attended 

(AM/PM) had a significant effect on their retest score.   

Through the comparison of the summer program curriculum to best practice, it 

was found that the program used some best practice strategies, but the majority of the 

strategies fell under the category of test preparation. 

Interpretation of these results suggested that, although the summer program 

appeared to help 60 percent of its attendees pass the retest, it was not effective for the 40 

percent of attendees who failed the exam a second time.  Also 47 percent of non-

attendees passed the exam on their second try without attending the summer program.  

These results suggest that the summer program had limited educational significance.   
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Chapter I 

The Problem 

Standardized testing has been common since the 1920s.  While not every state has 

had standards for each grade level and tests to match, assessment is an ongoing element 

of schooling.  Teachers need to accurately assess students to provide effective instruction, 

and students need to be able to show their mastery of the skills taught.  In the 1930s 

Americans began to realize that students were leaving high school without mastering the 

necessary literacy skills (Smith, 2002).  The need for accurate assessments and the lack of 

student accomplishment in high school have continued to gain widespread attention, and 

have now become intertwined and act as a constant cause and effect for public schooling.   

The National Assessment for Educational Progress (NAEP) results have been 

broadcast for over 20 years to the American public and the world.  Each year they portray 

the American student population as lacking in the area of literacy.  When these reports 

are released, legislators and much of the American public ask why and demand that 

something be done to correct this deficiency.  Increased standardized testing, with high 

stakes in tow, has become the answer. 

Background and Need for the Study 

 Texas has been, and continues to be, one of the leaders in state-mandated 

standardized testing.  Since 1979, Texas has had legislation in place to require statewide 

standardized testing in some form (Cruse & Twing, 2000), and since then has produced 

five standardized tests.  Each new test is Texas’s response to the state’s growing literacy 

needs.  The consistent production of new exams is rooted in the idea that state exams will 
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place literacy in the spotlight and in turn, academic performance will be improved 

(Mazzeo, 2001).   

The most recent iteration of state testing in Texas is the State of Texas 

Assessments of Academic Readiness (STAAR) program.  Implemented for the first time 

in the 2011-2012 school year, STAAR was meant to ensure the aforementioned rigorous 

instruction and adherence to the state standards, the Texas Essential Knowledge and 

Skills (TEKS).  For the last three years, the state of Texas has tweaked this test yearly in 

order to help it serve its purpose more effectively.   

This study focused on the End-of-Course (EOC) portion of the STAAR, the high 

school end-of-course exams, specifically the English I EOC exam.  At the start of its 

implementation, the EOC consisted of 15 exams.  The state changed this number to five 

in 2013 (HB5). 

The core area of English has one exam composed of a reading section and a 

writing section.  Students take an English I exam their freshman year and an English II 

exam their sophomore year.  However, the problem that has arisen with this exam is that 

large numbers of students have failed it in every administration.  Each high school 

student has to pass the EOC exams to graduate.  As long as a student fails either or both 

English exams (in addition to the other core area exams), they must retake them each 

semester until they reach what the state has deemed an acceptable, passing score.  With 

these expectations comes panic on the schools’ part, and with this panic can come a hasty 

restructuring of curriculum, interventions, and instructional techniques, which are not 

always to the benefit of the students or their teachers.  State-mandated summer test 
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preparation programs are one way the state has set out to remedy the high number of 

failures.   

 Texas has mandated that school districts offer summer remedial programs for any 

student who fails an EOC exam (HB5, 2013).  This mandate does not specify what these 

summer programs should look like, just that schools are required to offer them.  Many 

schools are fulfilling this obligation by providing a summer program with a district-

created curriculum in the hopes that students will then pass the EOC retest administered 

in July. 

Statement of the Problem 

 While change can be a positive catalyst for students and teachers alike, it can also 

be detrimental to students who already struggle in reading and writing.  Struggling 

students tend to possess a low self-efficacy for academic tasks and engage in passive 

failure (Heron, 2003; Johnston & Winograd, 1985).  Thus, when a struggling student 

repeatedly fails an exam, it can be disadvantageous to not only their graduation status, but 

also to their self-value and image (Bintz, 1993; Heron, 2003; Johnston & Winograd, 

1985).   

Schools and their teachers can also be adversely affected.  With such a high 

number of failures many schools are feeling the pressure of the state and national 

accountability standards.  When this pressure is felt, classroom instruction and 

assessment practices are influenced (Klinger, 2007).  Many administrators and teachers 

tend to try formulaic teaching and end up lowering their instructional goals in order to 

prepare students to pass an exam.  This preparation can include a narrowing of the 

curriculum, reduced instructional time in favor of test preparation activities, and test-like 
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teaching practices (Klinger, 2007).  As a result, the rigorous standards the STAAR 

program calls for are put on the back burner while test taking is moved to the front.   

The required summer programs can be more of the same for teachers and 

students.  While research has shown that summer learning can be beneficial (Harris 

Cooper et al., 2000), test preparation might not give students the same advantage as 

authentic learning, in which strategies and materials are centered in real-world, complex 

ideas (Zemelman, Daniels, & Hyde, 2005).  In addition, many poor-performing students 

associate school with failure, and this could be a strike against any mandatory programs’ 

effort to motivate students to work toward a passing score (Alexander, et al., 2001).   

Granger and Kane (2004) point out that schools have to be more realistic about 

what it takes to make a difference in test scores, especially in the area of literacy.  

Reading and writing are complex cognitive processes and cannot always be represented 

fully by a standardized measure (Dennis, 2012; Huot, 1996).  However, this is currently 

how Texas, along with other states, has decided to measure and report students’ literacy 

achievement.   

Research Question 

The purpose of this study was to examine a state-mandated summer program in 

Texas in order to determine whether the program was beneficial to high school students’ 

test scores. 

On May 31, 2014, ninth grade students in Texas took the STAAR English I End-

of-Course exam.  Of the over 350,000 students in the state who took the exam, 28 percent 

failed the combined reading and writing exam (Texas Education Agency, 2014).  The 

2014 failure rate differs from the 2013 when 29.9 percent failed the reading portion and 
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45.7 percent failed the writing (Texas Education Agency, 2013).  The state requires that 

districts provide “accelerated instruction” for any student who fails “to perform 

satisfactorily on an end-of-course assessment instrument required for graduation” (HB5, 

2013, p.  36).  According to 19 Texas Administrative Code, accelerated instruction “shall 

be based on, but not limited to, guidelines on research-based best practices and effective 

strategies” (2010). 

This state mandated accelerated instruction was offered by a large suburban 

school district in Houston in June of 2014.  The goal of the program was to strengthen the 

students’ English I reading and writing skills and to prepare them for the summer re-test.   

All students who failed the English I EOC exam were offered admittance into the 

summer program and could re-take the test in July.  The students did not have to attend 

the summer program in order to take the exam in July. 

Research Question:  Was there a significant difference between the July passing 

rates of the students who took the summer program (Group A) and the students 

who did not (Group B)? 

 This investigation also included analysis of the summer program’s curriculum and 

instructional strategies to determine the extent to which they were aligned with current 

best practice. 

Definition of Terms 

 For the purpose of this study, the following terms were operationally defined as 

follows: 
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Accelerated Instruction.  According to 19 Texas Administrative Code, 

accelerated instruction “shall be based on, but not limited to, guidelines on research-

based best practices and effective strategies” (2010). 

Assessment policy or state assessment.  “Employment of written tests or 

examinations by state or national governments for explicit policy purposes” (Mazzeo, 

2001).  These assessments can be used for two things, to monitor schools or to change 

their behavior. 

At-risk.  The Texas Education Agency (TEA) provides a lengthy definition, but only 

the following parts are pertinent to this study: A student at-risk of dropping out of school 

is one who is under age 21 and who meets one or more of the following criteria:  

1) is in grades 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, or 12 and did not maintain an average equivalent to 70 

on a scale of 100 in two or more subjects in the foundation curriculum (language 

arts, math, science, and social studies) during a semester in the preceding or 

current school year or is not maintaining such an average in two or more subjects 

in the foundation curriculum in the current semester; 

2) did not perform satisfactorily on an assessment instrument administered to the 

student under Texas Education Code (TEC) Subchapter B, Chapter 39, and who 

has not in the previous or current school year subsequently performed on that 

instrument or another appropriate instrument at a level equal to at least 110 

percent of the level of satisfactory performance on that instrument; 

3) is of limited English proficiency, as defined by TEC §29.052; 
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Authentic learning.  Real, rich complex ideas and materials are at the heart of the 

curriculum.  Lessons or textbooks that water down, control, or oversimplify content 

ultimately disempowering students (Zemelman et al., 2005). 

Economically disadvantaged.  An economically disadvantaged student is 

defined as one who is eligible for free or reduced-price meals under the National School 

Lunch and Child Nutrition Program (TEA, 2009) 

EOC.  End of Course Exams which are part of the STAAR program.  High school 

students must take five exams in the core areas including English I and English II.  

Passing all five exams is a graduation requirement for all students.   

Literacy: This term will be used interchangeably to refer to reading and writing 

and the processes these encompass. 

STAAR.  State of Texas Assessment of Academic Readiness; The state of Texas 

student testing program first implemented in the spring of 2012.   

TEKS.  Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills; Texas’s state mandated 

curriculum.  Since the inception of these standards, each standardized test has been 

created to measure these skills. 

 



 

 

 

Chapter II 

Review of Literature 

Since struggling readers were brought to the attention of the U.S.  In the 1930s 

(Smith, 2002), programs have been developed to aid these students in reading.  In the past 

these efforts have been focused at the elementary school level.  This is where students are 

taught to read, and it was assumed this was where the problems lay.  However, with the 

recognition that high school graduates could not comprehend a number of daily texts, 

such as job-related documents, the spotlight came to rest upon secondary schools.  

Struggling readers were recognized, and efforts were initiated to aid them in learning 

these seemingly basic, but extremely necessary, literacy skills.   

In earlier years, helping struggling readers many times meant sorting students by 

reading ability and then removing them from the mainstream English class to work in a 

more individualized setting.  Alvermann and Rush (2004) refer to this as the medical 

model of remediation.  It is the “assumption that something was inherently wrong in a 

young reader’s development, and that it was up to the reading specialist to diagnose the 

problem and to fix it with the appropriate instructional materials” (p.  219).  While this 

style of diagnosis is still in practice in many programs today, views have moved away 

from the idea that there is something developmentally wrong with the child who struggles 

in reading.  Now, a student’s environment and instructional methods are manipulated, as 

opposed to trying to change the student (Alvermann & Rush, 2004). 

While help for struggling readers has come a long way since the 1930s, there is 

still much to be explored in this arena.  We know more about helping struggling readers 

gain the skills and self-efficacy they need to be successful readers, but the classroom 
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setting is not always simple to change.  The teachers and students are not the only people 

in this arena; the juggling act also includes standardized testing.  Standardized testing has 

grown exponentially, and with it so have the expectations that every student’s reading 

skills be at or above grade level.  When testing is added into the mix, many schools try to 

fast-track struggling readers into successful readers, and the process is all of a sudden 

more stressful, more strenuous, and seemingly less attainable to teachers and students 

alike.  While accelerated instruction for struggling readers does not seem to be, or have to 

be, a negative venture it many times can be.  Educators need to look at the previous 

research to decide how best to help struggling readers become more proficient, and 

eventually more accomplished readers. 

Struggling readers and the standardized exams they continue to encounter will be 

examined at length in this review of literature.  The facets of a struggling reader, 

including how they approach literacy and its effects on them will be explored, along with 

how these students are affected by and view standardized assessments.  A comparison of 

struggling readers and struggling writers will also be provided in order to show that they 

can be one and the same. 

In the following sections, the history of standardized testing will also be explained 

as well as what the face of standardized testing looks like, starting with a broad focus and 

then narrowing the focus specifically to Texas.  Student perceptions are also included to 

show a different perspective on standardized reading and writing exams.  At the end, 

summer programs geared toward aiding struggling readers and writers, along with 

summer programs aimed at increasing the test scores of these students, will be presented 
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in order to give a well-rounded picture of the relationships between struggling readers 

and writers, standardized exams, and the summer programs that cater to them. 

Struggling Readers 

 This section will focus on the characteristics of a struggling reader.  The effects of 

high stakes testing on these students will be examined, along with how these tests affect 

students’ self-efficacy in reading and writing.  Finally, the issue that struggling readers 

are also struggling writers will be addressed.   

 Struggling readers and the reading process.  The process of reading and 

comprehending a text is complex.  The skills involved in the act of comprehension can 

include visualizing, drawing on prior knowledge and vocabulary, predicting, questioning, 

recalling, drawing inferences at different levels of complexity, and effectively using 

metacognitive strategies (Rupp & Lesaux, 2006; Zemelman, Daniels, & Hyde, 2005).  In 

secondary classrooms, reading is used to stimulate higher level learning and thinking 

within the various subjects and becomes increasingly more difficult with every grade 

level.  As learning increases in difficulty, many adolescent readers begin to struggle with 

comprehending their academic assignments (Underwood & Pearson, 2004).  This 

struggle builds and can worsen because, unlike elementary school teachers, secondary 

teachers do not have a solid understanding of the complexities of reading, and therefore 

do not always know how to help struggling readers (Alvermann & Moore, 1991). 

 Alvermann and Moore (1991) point out that subject matter specialization is the 

key difference between secondary and elementary school teachers.  “Secondary teachers 

generally work as specialists in their particular disciplines who have relatively little 

training in how to impart their knowledge to students,” while elementary school teachers 
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“tend to work as specialists in methodology who have the common purpose of teaching 

basic skills” (p.  952).  Additionally, while elementary school teachers instruct students 

on the basic skills of literacy, those skills increase in difficulty along with the texts 

students are reading.  Secondary teachers are not always prepared to teach the skills 

needed to comprehend more difficult texts, and they do not always know how to 

intervene when a student is struggling. 

 In 1983, A Nation at Risk (U.S. Department of Education, The National 

Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983; Alvermann & Moore, 1991) was 

published, and increased national attention on the shortcomings in reading achievement 

of secondary school students.  The report cited the declining literacy rates of secondary 

school students as one of the factors of the decline of our educational system.  Stedman 

and Kaestle (1987) show the actual rate of decline to be very slight, but students’ higher 

level reading performance as unsatisfactory (Alvermann & Moore, 1991; Applebee, 

Langer, & Mullis, 1988).   

 While the actual percentage of decline is debatable, each time these studies are 

published secondary literacy is brought into the spotlight in both the academic and 

political arenas.  The coverage education receives in the press today highlights system 

failures, especially in regards to the most disadvantaged students.  What is missed is the 

extent to which schools are already making up for the deficits in “poor children’s 

backgrounds” (Alexander et al., 2001, p.  185).  Schools are responsible for the learning 

during the school year and then also the learning-loss during the summer, when really it 

is a community issue; students are in their homes and communities year-round, but only 

in school part of the year (Alexander et al, 2001; Zvoch, 2001).   
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After this decline in literacy is made public, the push to elevate levels of 

instruction and move the below proficient, or struggling, readers to being proficient 

readers is enacted.  Many times during this push students are given extra instruction or 

practice to help raise their literacy levels.  When this happens it affects students’ feelings 

not only toward themselves, but also toward literacy (Bintz, 1993; Heron, 2003; Johnston 

& Winograd, 1985). 

Identity.  Students labeled as struggling readers recognize this, and they feel it 

every day at school.  No matter when they are identified, many take on this identity and 

instead of using it as motivation, it fills the student with anxiety and dread (Bintz, 1993; 

Enriques, 2011).  Because students gain their reading identity through interactions and 

experiences, struggling readers “tend to possess low self-efficacy for academic tasks and 

engage in passive failure and learned helplessness” (Heron, 2003; Johnston & Winograd, 

1985).   

In 1993, Bintz studied student readers’ identities as they progressed in school 

from the sixth to the eleventh grade.  He found that students’ reading, and their feelings 

toward it, declined as they moved through the grade levels.  He said the decline was due 

to the “limitless hope and expectations” which “hang over their heads like a cloud” (p.  

605).  As students move to higher grade levels the complexity of the content being taught 

can increase at such a rapid pace that students become lost and do not ever seem to find 

their way back.  One of the main factors Bintz found is that the academic content given to 

students very rarely has any relation to their lives or to topics they are curious about.  If a 

student does not claim ownership of their academic content there is an absence of 



13 
 

 

authenticity in their learning and this can produce mechanical results rather than the 

“valuing of thought and knowledge” (Zemelman et al., 2005, p.  14).   

This absence of a relationship between reader and content can lead to a decrease 

in students’ self-efficacy.  Bintz (1993) found that in elementary school, students rated 

themselves as 73 percent satisfied with their school performance, but this steadily 

declined to 66 percent in junior high, and even lower to 57 percent in high school.  While 

there are other subjects that can contribute to a student’s self-concept through middle and 

high school, each subject has one thing in common: reading.   

Enriques (2011) stated that reading identities are no different than any other 

widely acknowledged identities such as race, gender, and social class, and that they have 

no less of an effect on students’ self-perception.  This perception is the key to helping a 

struggling reader once again believe that success can be achieved in reading, and it is 

influenced by the learning and teaching in the classroom.  If a reading program or 

intervention is structured and carried out inadequately, it can further damage the chances 

that struggling readers will improve not only their skills, but their overall reading 

identity.   

Identifying struggling readers.  The struggling reader identity is not the only 

one a student will possess: every struggling reader has different areas of struggle when it 

comes to reading.  There is no one size fits all for these students.   

 There are different ways of identifying these students.  Sometimes teachers will 

notice and begin helping to meet their students’ needs in class and after school.  In other 

cases, schools use standardized tests to identify struggling readers (Dennis, 2012).  After 
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failing one of these large scale exams, students are many times placed in remedial classes 

and given extra instruction.  While gaining help does not sound negative, there are factors 

that must be considered. 

 First and foremost is that the identification of struggling readers cannot be based 

solely on standardized test scores (Dennis, 2012).  As was mentioned, a student’s reading 

identity is molded based on many different factors, one of these being their interactions 

and experiences inside as well as outside of school.  If educators assume that all students 

who fail a mandated test are struggling readers, they are also assuming that the “reading 

behaviors and attitudes in school are the same outside of school” and according to Bintz 

(1993), this is not the case.   

According to Bintz, students have different strategies for reading inside and 

outside of school.  While they should eventually overlap, for many students this does not 

happen; this leads to struggling with reading in school and in turn the failing of 

standardized tests.  In school some students don’t use the reading strategies they use at 

home, such as predicting and making connections; they instead resort to short-cuts and 

survival strategies to pass a class.  This merely results in students participating in their 

own “deskilling” (Bintz, 1993, p.  613).  These survival strategies may produce a student 

who is a successful reader outside of school, but then by skimming and not fully 

participating on test day, they fail the exam and are labeled as struggling when they, in 

fact, are not.  “The complexity of identity, of deciding that a student is a certain kind of 

reader and therefore should receive certain kinds of instruction and support, leans heavily 

and often invisibly on one’s social interactions and embodied performances in the 

classroom” (Bintz, 1993, p.  108), and less on a standardized test score.   
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This basic view of measures of reading achievement loses sight of many 

adolescents who are capable of learning about complex topics (Franzak, 2006; Dennis, 

2012).  Many times they lose out on these topics because they have been pulled from 

class for remedial reading, a choice many times made based on a test score.   

In 2006, Rupp and Lesaux investigated the relationship between students’ 

performance on a standardized test and their performance on a diagnostic battery of 

reading skills.  They found that little or no correlation existed between students’ 

proficiency levels on the standardized assessment of reading and the profiles developed 

from the diagnostic tests.  Due to the way standardized tests are designed, they are not 

able to test all of the skills necessary for reading (Rupp & Lesaux, 2006).  These exams 

act more as a snapshot of what a student can or cannot do, and reading is more than a 

simple snapshot; it is a complex process. 

Many reading skills can be placed into two different categories for teaching and 

learning.  There are constrained and unconstrained reading skills (Paris, 2005; Dennis, 

2012).  Constrained skills have a ceiling for mastery, such as letter knowledge and 

phonemic awareness.  These can be mastered early in life and quickly.  On the other 

hand, unconstrained skills such as vocabulary knowledge and comprehension have no 

ceiling.  After being identified as struggling readers based on a standardized test score, 

many students are given further instruction in constrained skills when what they really 

need is further instruction in unconstrained skills.  Paris (2005) points out that additional 

instruction in constrained skills may sometimes be necessary, but will not lead to 

increased unconstrained skills.   
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While some of these skills are tested on standardized assessments, they still do not 

show what students really need.  Lesaux and Kieffer (2010) studied diverse learners and 

found that the majority of students had demonstrated basic fluency skills, but had low 

vocabulary knowledge.  This shows that there are probably many students who are 

identified as struggling based on a test score, but they simply need more instruction in 

vocabulary, which can be taught without developing significantly different lessons.  

While Lesaux and Kieffer looked mainly at students with limited English proficiency, 

low vocabulary knowledge causes difficulties for all students. 

Just like successful reading requires many different skills, so does pinpointing 

struggling readers.  Determining whether a reader is struggling requires more than a test 

score.  Educators need to take into account numerous other factors before giving a child a 

label that could very well endanger how they feel about themselves and their reading 

skills (Dennis, 2012; Heron, 2003; Johnston & Winograd, 1985).   

Struggling readers are also struggling writers.  When it comes to 

accountability standards, writing is just as important as reading.  These two types of 

literacy are very closely connected.  When comparing studies of struggling readers and 

writers, they seem to be lacking the same skills, along with the understanding that each is 

a process that takes time and can be learned.   

 In 2002, Tompkins conducted a study with seventh grade struggling readers 

placed in a writing workshop classroom.  She found that most of the students were at a 

fifth or a sixth grade reading level, but were writing similarly “to what an average second 
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or fourth grader” (p. 177) would produce.  Table 1 compares Tompkins’s findings of less 

capable and more capable writers. 

Table 1 

More Capable versus Less Capable Writers 

More Capable Writers Less Capable Writers 

View writing as developing ideas See writing as putting words on paper 

Are more aware of audience, purpose, and form Unaware of audience, purpose, and 

form 

Vary the length of writing depending on 

purpose 

Think longer is better  

Collaborate with classmates to write and revise Stick to themselves when writing 

Assess their own writing and are comfortable 

with rewriting 

Do not assess or rewrite their writing 

Make changes to communicate more 

effectively 

Tend to only fix cosmetic problems 

Use many strategies and vary them Are usually unaware of writing 

strategies 

 

In Table 2, Tompkins’s (2002) findings of the habits of capable writers are 

compared with Edmonds et al.’s (2009) findings of the habits of capable readers in order 

to show that many of these strategies overlap. 
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Table 2 

More Capable Writers versus More Capable Readers 

More Capable Writers More Capable Readers 

Are aware of audience, purpose, and form Note the structure and organization of a 

text 

Assess own writing and are fine with 

rewriting 

Make predictions and check them as they 

read, then revise and evaluate 

View writing as developing ideas  

Collaborate with classmates to write and 

revise 

Integrate prior knowledge with new 

learning 

View writing as developing ideas  

Utilize many strategies and vary them 

Make inferences and visualizations 

 

In general, more capable readers and writers are more strategic in regards to the 

same skills.  In Tompkins’s (2002) study, at the end of the class she did find a difference 

in the students.  While at first they were shy and unwilling to put forth effort, at the end 

they were more confident and recognized that strategies were needed in order to be 

successful writers.  The same can be done with reading, and in the end, since reading and 

writing are interconnected, becoming stronger in one area will help students to become 

stronger in the other (NCTE, 2004). 

Best Practice Teaching of Reading and Writing 

When it comes to struggling readers, “there are no easy answers or quick fixes,” 

but teachers can continue to build on what is best known to support adolescent readers 

(IRA, 2012, p.  5).  Best practice teaching is thoughtful, informed, responsible, state-of-

the-art instruction which calls for schools and classrooms that are more student-centered, 
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active, experiential, authentic, democratic, collaborative, rigorous, and challenging 

(Zemelman et al., 2012).  There are many reports from which best practice strategies can 

be pulled for both reading and writing.  One of the most highly regarded was first written 

in 1989 by the International Reading Association (IRA) and the National Council of 

Teachers of English (NCTE) titled Standards for the English Language Arts.  This report 

is a list of general best practice standards the two organizations promote for the teaching 

of English Language Arts (ELA).   

 Using the IRA/NCTE standards, Zemelman et al.  (2012) has published four 

editions of Best Practice: Bringing Standards to Life in America’s Schools, which gives 

the best practice qualities of teaching reading and writing.  To further break down 

Zemelman et al.’s qualities of best practice into instructional strategies for the classroom, 

The Carnegie Corporation of New York produced Reading Next—A Vision for Action and 

Research in Middle and High School Literacy (Biancarosa & Snow, 2004) and Writing 

Next: Effective Strategies to Improve Writing of Adolescents in Middle and High Schools 

(Graham & Perin, 2007).  These reports provide effective, research supported strategies 

for teaching reading and writing.   

Reading 

Best practice reading instruction must address comprehension, but has many other 

factors to consider in order to have a lasting effect on children’s reading skills 

(Biancorosa & Snow, 2006).  In Table 3 the IRA/NCTE Standards for teaching ELA 

(1996) have been matched with Zemelman et al.’s (2005) qualities of best practice, and 

then they have been further matched with Biancorosa & Snow’s (2006) instructional 
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improvements to provide a comprehensive look at best practice teaching of reading at the 

secondary level.  Afterward the instructional strategies will be explained more in-depth. 

Table 3 

Best Practice Teaching of Reading 

IRA/NCTE ELA Standards  Qualities of Best  

Practice in Reading 

Instructional 

Improvements 

Students apply a wide range 

of strategies to comprehend, 

interpret, evaluate, and 

appreciate texts. 

 

Reading means getting 

meaning from print. 

 

Reading is thinking. 

 

Teaching should model 

reading. 

 

Effective teachers help 

children use reading as a 

tool for learning. 

 

Teachers should name and 

teach reading strategies 

directly. 

 

Teachers should support 

readers before, during, and 

after reading. 

Direct, explicit 

comprehension instruction 

 

Effective instructional 

principles embedded in 

content 

 

Strategic tutoring 

Students read a wide range 

of print and nonprint texts.   

 

Students read a wide range 

of literature. 

 

Students develop an 

Having books read 

aloud is a key to leaning 

to read. 

 

Reading is the best 

practice for learning to 

read. 

Students have access to 

and use diverse texts 
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understanding of and 

respect for diversity in 

language. 

 

Kids need easy books. 

 

Students need a 

balanced diet of good 

books. 

Students participate as 

members of literacy 

communities. 

 

Students adjust their use of 

spoken, written, and visual 

language to communicate 

effectively. 

 

Students apply knowledge 

of language structure, 

conventions, etc. to create 

critique, and discuss print 

and nonprint texts. 

Kids should have daily 

social interactions to 

talk about their reading. 

 

Text-based 

collaborative learning 

Students employ a wide 

range of strategies as they 

write and use different 

writing process elements. 

 

Writing experiences are 

provided at all grade 

levels. 

Intensive writing 

Students use spoken, 

written, and visual language 

to accomplish their own 

purposes. 

 

Children learn to read 

best in low-risk 

environments. 

 

Choice is an integral 

part of literate behavior. 

Motivation and self-

directed learning 

  

Direct, explicit comprehension instruction, content embedded instruction, 

and strategic tutoring.  For secondary students, reading instruction needs to promote a 
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constant expansion of their repertoire of cognitive strategies (Zemelman et al., 2005).  To 

achieve mastery of these cognitive strategies students need direct, explicit comprehension 

instruction (Alfassi 2004; Biancorosa & Snow, 2006; Beers 2003; Bimmel & Van 

Schooten, 2004; Cromley & Azevedo 2007; Langer, 1999; Moore, Alvermann, & 

Hinchman, 2000; Zemelman et al., 2005).   

 Direct instruction of reading skills includes the teacher naming a strategy and 

modeling it for students, followed by the students practicing the strategy with a range of 

texts under the supervision and coaching of the teacher or a more skilled student 

(Biancorosa & Snow, 2006; Beers, 2003).  Any of the strategies that are a part of the 

comprehension process can be taught explicitly, such as drawing on prior knowledge and 

vocabulary, predicting, remembering what was read, and drawing inferences at different 

levels of complexity; essentially teachers are making what students think is an invisible 

process, visible (Beers, 2003).  Students also need to be directly and explicitly taught 

metacognitive strategies, which allow them to be aware of how they understand while 

reading (Biancorosa & Snow, 2006; Rupp & Lesaux, 2006).  Explicitly teaching these 

strategies allows students “to develop a sense of conscious control of their cognitive 

process” (Alfassi, 2004), and the scaffolded instruction helps students feel confident to 

attempt the strategies.   

 Direct, explicit comprehension instruction should be used with literature in the 

ELA classroom, but also needs to be embedded in content.  This means that ELA 

teachers should use content area texts to teach reading because they require different 

skills than the comprehension of literature.  It also means that content area teachers need 

to utilize the same instructional reading principles in order to give students the tools to 
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“read and write like historians, scientists, mathematicians, and other subject-area experts” 

(Biancorosa & Snow, 2006, p.  15).   

 Strategic tutoring should also be offered to certain students who may be 

struggling with reading.  These students “need to be taught ‘how to learn’ the 

curriculum,” and for this reason their general classes should also be differentiated to 

allow time for this to happen and allow these students access to the content (Biancorosa 

& Snow, 2006, p.  18).   

 Diverse texts.  All students need access to a balanced diet of good, diverse books 

(Zemelman et al., 2005) with a wide range of difficulty.  This range of difficulty allows 

students at higher reading levels to challenge themselves, and allows students at lower 

levels to feel successful when reading.  It is a common misconception that students need 

harder books to become better readers.  This does not improve their reading skills, and 

many times just causes frustration (Biancorosa & Snow, 2006; Zemelman et al., 2005).  

Students also need access to books with a range of topics, high interest, low readability 

books, and books with a “wide variety of cultural, linguistic, and demographic groups” 

(Biancorosa & Snow, 2006, p.  18).  The availability of an array of books makes it 

possible for students to match their reading ability, interests, and backgrounds with the 

books on the classroom shelf, making reading more accessible and enjoyable.   

 Text-based collaborative learning.  “Literacy is social, and students who talk 

about and share their perspectives on the texts they have heard, read, and viewed may 

come to a deeper understanding of the text and topic than they would on their own” (IRA, 

2012,  p.  10).  One way to create a social space for reading is through text-based 

collaborative learning, in which students work in small groups to “interact with each 
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other around a text” (Biancorosa & Snow, 2006, p.  17).  Since reading is a meaning-

making process (Zemelman et al., 2005), students are able to negotiate meaning through 

discussion with their peers.  Reading also takes on a social aspect when students are 

engaged in literature circles, book clubs, written conversations, and dialogue journals 

(Zemelman et al., 2005).  These strategies not only provide enjoyment for students, but 

also allow them to think through the reading skills they are learning.  

Intensive writing.  Writing can be a valuable tool in learning and gaining 

meaning from a text (Biancorosa & Snow, 2006; Zemelman et al., 2005).  At all grade 

levels teachers can provide writing activities such as journals and writing workshops 

(Zemelman et al., 2005) to help students think more deeply about what they are reading.  

However, as Biancorosa & Snow (2006) point out, writing instruction also needs to have 

clear objectives and expectations and be challenging for students in order for them to 

reach high levels of reasoning.  Teachers need to make sure there is a clear purpose when 

students are writing. 

 Motivation and self-directed learning.  In the end, students need self-motivation 

to read and increase their reading skills.  This self-motivation can be achieved by 

providing a low-risk environment, allowing for student choice in reading materials, and 

promoting relevant texts (Biancorosa & Snow, 2006; Zemelman et al., 2005).   

Students need to know that it is acceptable to try and fail at reading, just as with 

any challenge they encounter.  They also need choice in the books they read.  Very few 

literate adults have assigned reading; they read what intrigues them (Zemelman et al., 

2005) and students need the same opportunity in order to become independent readers.  
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Independent reading time and literature circles are strategies that allow for choice in the 

classroom.   

Teachers also need to build relationships with their students in order to find books 

that are relevant to their lives.  Choosing classroom reading assignments and classroom 

libraries based on student interests will help students have a larger personal investment 

and begin to feel that reading is relevant to their lives.   

When students are given choice in their reading, instructional support, and 

relevant books they will begin to self-regulate and be motivated to read more (Biancorosa 

& Snow, 2006).   

Writing 

While reading and writing are “complimentary skills whose development runs a 

roughly parallel course,” many students who are able to handle average reading demands 

struggle with writing (Graham & Perin, 2007, p.  7).  When reading we form mental 

representations based on someone else’s thoughts, but when writing we must create our 

own representations through our words.  So while both reading and writing are parts of 

literacy, they each require their own dedicated instruction (Graham, & Perin, 2007).   

 To illustrate these instructional strategies, Table 4 matches the NCTE Beliefs 

about the Teaching of Writing (2004) with Zemelman et al.’s (2012) qualities of best 

practice, and then both have been further matched with Graham and Perin’s (2007) 

elements of effective adolescent writing instruction to provide a comprehensive look at 

the best practices of teaching writing at the secondary grade levels.  Afterward the 

instructional strategies will be explained more in-depth. 
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Table 4 

Best Practice Teaching of Writing 

NCTE Writing Beliefs Qualities of Best 

Practice in Writing 

Elements of Effective 

Writing Instruction 

Time for writing is 

important, but instruction 

matters. 

All students can and 

should write. 

 

Students need teacher 

support in the writing 

process and learning the 

craft of writing. 

Writing Strategies 

 

Specific Product Goals 

 

Study of Models 

 

The writing process should 

be taught, but not as a 

formula. 

 

Writing varies according to 

audience and purpose. 

 

Effective writing 

programs involve the 

complete writing 

process. 

 

Teachers must help 

students find real 

purposes to write and 

real audiences to reach. 

 

Students need to take 

ownership and 

responsibility. 

 

Process Writing 

Approach 

 

 

Writing is a tool for 

thinking. 

 

Writing should extend 

throughout the 

curriculum. 

 

Inquiry Activities 

 

Writing for Content 

Learning 

 

Conventions 

 

Grammar and 

mechanics are best 

learned in the context of 

actual writing. 

 

Sentence Combining 

 

Writing has a complex 

relationship to talk. 

 

Students need a 

classroom of shared 

learning. 

 

Collaborative Writing 

 

Writing Conferences 

 

 Graham and Perin (2007) drew from empirical evidence to determine which 

instructional practices most improved the quality of adolescent’s writing.  The strategies 
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in table 4 all had a positive effect on student’s writing, however the authors point out that 

writing strategies should be selected according to their relevance for students, whether for 

whole classroom, small group, or one-on-one instruction.  Graham and Perin also 

recognize that although distinct, the elements are often related and in an ideal world 

teachers would be able to incorporate all of the practices in their writing curricula (2007, 

p.  11).   

 Writing strategies.  Just as in reading, writing strategies can be taught directly 

and explicitly and be scaffolded for students to learn.  The specific tasks involved in 

writing, such as brainstorming, planning, revising, and editing, can be taught explicitly by 

describing the strategy and giving students the background knowledge to understand it, 

teacher modeling of the strategy, teacher support when students are practicing the 

strategy, and then independent use (Graham & Perin, 2007).  As with reading, this 

scaffolded instruction allows students to learn writing strategies in a low-risk 

environment.   

 Specific product goals.  For students who are weaker writers, specific goals help 

them to focus on smaller writing tasks (Graham & Perin, 2007).  Instead of instructing 

students with a general overall goal, the teacher can assign specific, reachable goals such 

as “adding more ideas to a paper when revising, or establishing a goal to write a specific 

kind of paper” (Graham & Perin, 2007, p.  17).  This helps struggling writers because 

they become easily overwhelmed with the writing process as a whole.  This strategy 

breaks writing down into manageable parts that can be conquered.   

 Study of models.  This is one strategy where reading and writing are connected.  

Teachers can expose students to different types of writing by having them read model 
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texts.  Model texts can be pulled from a literary source or can be a student’s well-written 

essay.  The purpose behind using models is to first allow students to see good writing.  

Second, it allows students to analyze the sample and emulate the same elements, patterns, 

and organization the author used (Graham & Perin, 2007).  Many times people learn to 

write by imitating another’s writing style and forms.   

 Process writing approach.  Many different strategies go into writing a text, and 

students need to know and understand this process as well as begin to develop the 

reflective abilities and meta-awareness to be able to monitor their writing (NCTE, 2004).  

Students need to learn how to get started, what to do when they get stuck, and more about 

the process of writing.  However, “to say that writing is a process is decidedly not to say 

that it should – or can be – turned into a formulaic set of steps” (NCTE, 2004).   

Proficient writers know the steps of the writing process, but use them as needed to 

create their own personal writing processes.  Students need to learn the steps to be able to 

do the same.  The steps of the writing process include, but are not limited to, the 

following list (Zemelman, et al., 2012). 

 Selecting or becoming involved in a topic, finding a purpose for writing, and 

clarifying the audience 

 Prewriting—considering an approach, gathering thoughts or information, 

mapping plans, free-writing ideas, memory searches, drawing or sketching, 

group brainstorming, free-writing, assigning relevant reading material 

 Drafting—organizing materials and getting words down 

 Revising—further developing ideas and clarifying expression, reviewing one’s 

work and comparing what one has said to one’s intended meaning, seeing 
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words from the point of view of a reader, generating multiple options for 

expressing an idea and choosing what works best 

 Editing—polishing meaning and proofreading for publication 

According to Graham and Perin, the process writing approach also “stresses 

activities that emphasize extended opportunities for writing, writing for real audiences, 

self-reflection, personalized instruction and goals, and cycles of planning, translating and 

reviewing” (2007, p.  20).  These steps must be learned with teacher support and 

guidance so that students can eventually feel strong enough in the process to become self-

guided and self-motivated.   

Inquiry activities.  This strategy guides students from the beginning to the end of 

a writing assignment.  Through inquiry students find topics to write about and in the end 

this inquiry allows students to incorporate their insights into their writing.  Many students 

have trouble developing ideas and content for writing and this helps them to get started 

on the process.  The teacher begins by assigning a specific goal and assigning a task that 

involves immediate, concrete data (comparing and contrasting or collecting and 

evaluating).  Students then use specific strategies to conduct the analysis, and then apply 

what was learned in their writing.  This activity allows student writers to sharpen their 

inquiry skills and in turn improve their writing (Graham & Perin, 2007, p.  19). 

Writing for content learning.  Students can “write-to-learn” in all subjects 

(Graham & Perin, 2007, p.  20).  Writing is an effective tool for learning content area 

material because it activates thinking and can be used to activate prior knowledge, build 

comprehension, promote discussion, and for reflection (Graham & Perin, 2007; 

Zemelman et al., 2012).  Writing in the content areas does not have to take a lot of time, 
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and can be beneficial for assessing students’ mastery of any content (Zemelman et al., 

2012).   

Sentence combining.  Graham and Perin found that in the studies they reviewed, 

grammar instruction was an “explicit and systematic teaching of the parts of speech and 

structure of sentences” and that this type of instruction has a negative effect on students’ 

writing (2007, p.  21).  They also found that in a recent study (Fearn & Farnan, 2005) 

when grammar was taught within the context of writing it had a strong and positive effect 

on students’ writing.   

Grammar is something that can be integrated into the later stages of the writing 

process, when students are already invested in their own writing (Zemelman et al., 2012).  

Sentence combining is an alternative to traditional grammar instruction.  In this activity, 

students are taught to write complex sentences by combining two or more simple 

sentences (Graham & Perin, 2007).  This teaches students grammar while improving their 

writing.   

Collaborative writing and writing conferences.  In the early grades students are 

expected to talk through their ideas because they are still learning how to get their speech 

onto paper.  Adolescent writers need the same opportunities (NCTE, 2004).  When 

writing becomes a social process students are able talk about their words before 

committing them to paper, and many times listening to other’s writing allows students to 

discover what makes writing strong (NCTE, 2004; Zemelman et al., 2012).   

This talk can be done through collaborative writing.  In this strategy, students 

work through the writing process to create compositions as a group (Graham & Perin, 
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2007).  This allows students to talk through their ideas and navigate their writing in a safe 

environment.   

Writing conferences can achieve the same goals, but are meetings between 

student and teacher.  During a conference the student talks about their writing and the 

teacher is able to make suggestions or help a student find focus and direction (NCTE, 

2004).  In both strategies, talk is a valuable asset to improving students’ writing.   

By utilizing and building on the best practice instructional strategies for reading 

and writing, teachers will be able to give struggling students the environment and support 

they need to become proficient readers and writers.   

Standardized Testing  

 Although the stakes have been raised, standardized assessments have long been a 

norm in education.  This section will look at the history of standardized testing in 

America and also focus on the efforts the state of Texas has put forth in this arena.  

Student perceptions of the preparation for and the actual standardized tests will also be 

explored. 

Evolution of standardized testing.  According to Mazzeo (2001), standardized 

testing has a different meaning for each interested party.  Some believe it has the power 

to motivate students and teachers to improve performance, policy makers and reformers 

hope to use the information produced to inform parents of the quality of schools, and 

many who are against social promotion think testing is the solution.  Testing is also used 

as a political tool to show constituents that the government is acting to solve the problems 

in education (Mazzeo, 2001).  Testing in education is a constantly evolving entity, just 

like the system it is trying to assess. 
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 The evolution of assessment started in the 1920s and continues today.  Mazzeo 

(2001) explains two policy frameworks that have taken hold as the ideas and assumptions 

about students and schools have changed.  From the 1920s to the 1960s, assessment was 

spurred by student guidance.  The goal was to gain information about students through 

standardized tests, which would allow educators to diagnose learning problems and guide 

students effectively.  The premise was to let student capacity determine how much a 

student could learn, which in turn constrained school quality and performance (Mazzeo, 

2001, p.  376).   

 The testing trend moved toward accountability in the early 1970s and is still 

prominent today.  The Assessment Policy Framework was first based on the theory that 

the information gained from testing would bring educational problems into the spotlight, 

then these issues would be fixed and academic performance would improve (Mazzeo, 

2001).  The assessment framework is rooted in the idea that schools can influence student 

achievement, which is the opposite of student guidance, where students’ limited learning 

capacity restricted schools’ influence.   

Widespread testing spread rapidly.  According to Mazzeo, in 1967 only four states 

in America had an assessment program or policy.  A short six years later, 33 states had 

either passed legislation or adopted regulations requiring state or district level 

assessments for students.  By the 1980s standardized tests had moved from simply being 

a “detector” to an “effector” (p.  377); the results were about motivating students, 

mobilizing the public, and shaping the curriculum.  With this also came rewards and 

sanctions for student progress.  As Mazzeo puts it, today “we live, at least rhetorically, in 

an era of ‘no excuses,’ where teachers, principals, and school communities are expected 
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to teach students, no matter what these students’ background or initial capacity” (Mazzeo, 

2001, p.  390).   

Some of the purposes behind the “no excuses” framework of federal education 

policy, such as the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB), is to make sure that public schools 

are serving students from economically disadvantaged families and in turn to close the 

achievement gap between low income and high income students (Blank, 2011).  States 

must report student achievement scores for each public school and district, and the results 

must show target populations, such as economically disadvantaged students. 

To find out if NCLB is making a positive difference for economically 

disadvantaged students in terms of test scores, the Council of Chief State School Officers 

(CCSSO) analyzed student achievement trends by comparing state assessment and the 

National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAE) results (grades 4 and 8, math and 

reading).  The results showed that during times when NCLB has been fully implemented 

in reading and math, most states have made significant gains in student achievement 

performance of economically disadvantaged students (Blank, 2011).   

 While these results and the ideas behind these political frameworks seem positive, 

the idea of no excuses puts pressure on teachers and students that can affect the 

classroom environment.  While high expectations are a must in education, each student 

comes to the classroom with a different background and capacity (Mazzeo, 2001), which 

can differ from the in-school categories with which they are labeled.  When students’ 

individuality is disregarded by policy makers, negative consequences are likely to arise.  

These consequences can include a narrowing of the curriculum, reduced instructional 
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time in favor of test preparation, and test-like teaching practices (Klinger, 2007).  The 

decision making power is taken away from teachers and schools and moved into policy 

makers’ hands. 

 In addition, today’s standardized tests are often used to provide feedback on 

individual students’ abilities, such as identifying struggling readers (Rupp & Lesaux, 

2006).  However, according to Rupp & Lesaux, using standardized exams to identify 

struggling readers will fall short when trying to evaluate individual students.  That is the 

job of a diagnostic assessment, which has the capacity and precision to identify the areas 

in which a student needs help.  The categories students are placed in after taking a 

standardized assessment, such as achieving below expectations or below proficiency, 

“discriminate between learners with different proficiency profiles” (Rupp & Lesaux, 

2006, p.  317).  Students do not fit well in nice, neat boxes, and trying to squeeze each 

one into a box is not going to improve literacy skills or allow teachers to recognize how 

they can help every student succeed.  Using caution when categorizing students is not 

about excuses, but more about facing reality.   

Standardized testing in Texas.  Teachers and students in the state of Texas have 

been facing this reality for over 30 years.  In 1979, the Texas Legislature passed a bill 

that required the Texas Education Agency (TEA) to adopt and administer criterion 

referenced exams to assess students’ basic skills (Cruse & Twing, 2000).  Since that time 

Texas has consistently created new exams (five in total) in order to raise the academic 

standards of its public schools. 

 In 1980, the first of these exams, the Texas Assessment of Basic Skills (TABS), 

was administered to grades 3, 5, and 9 and assessed students’ “basic skill competency.” 
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Texas did not yet have state standards.  The TABS aligned with Mazzeo’s (2001) 

guidance policy framework, in that it mainly collected school-level information (Cruse & 

Twing, 2000).  However, every test subsequent to TABS began to move closer to 

Mazzeo’s assessment policy framework, which focuses on accountability. 

 In 1984, the required skill description for passing was changed from “basic skills 

competency” to “minimum basic skills” in order to “increase the rigor of the 

assessments” (Cruse & Twing, 2000, p.  376), and performance sanctions were added.  

To accommodate these changes a new exam, the Texas Educational Assessment of 

Minimum Skills (TEAMS) was designed in 1986.  Students were tested in reading, 

writing, and mathematics in grades 1, 3, 5, 7, 9, and 11, which was the exit-level test and 

a graduation requirement.  TEAMS also included mandatory remediation and retesting of 

students who failed the exit-level test, and for the first time graduation was denied for 

students who did not achieve a passing score.  Another facet of TEAMS was the addition 

of published campus and district reports (Cruse & Twing, 2000).   

 The next step in Texas’s journey of testing was the Texas Assessment of 

Academic Skills (TAAS) in 1991.  In response to Texas legislation in the late 1980s, the 

TAAS test expanded the content measured, placed greater emphasis on problem solving, 

and was more directly linked to the state core curriculum (Cruse & Twing, 2000).  TAAS 

started testing with grades 3, 5, 7, 9, and 11, and kept the graduation requirements set 

forth by the TEAMS (Cruse & Twing, 2000).  Three years later, the test was widened to 

include grades 3 through 8 in reading and math, and 4 and 8 in writing.  The exit-level 

test was also moved to grade 10 in order to provide more time for remediation and 

retesting.  This leg of the journey continued to increase the amount of student 
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performance for which schools were held accountable (Cruse & Twing, 2000), and this 

accountability continued to grow with the following exams.   

 In 2003 Texas created a fourth standardized test, the Texas Assessment of 

Knowledge and Skills (TAKS), which was more comprehensive than prior exams, now 

measured the state mandated curriculum, the Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills 

(TEKS), and was administered to two additional grade levels.  The new test also came 

with increased accountability measures.  High school students were required to pass exit 

level tests in English, mathematics, science, and social studies to graduate, and 

satisfactory performance on assessments in grades 3, 5, and 8 became required for grade 

promotion (TEA, 2011). 

STAAR program and the end-of-course exam.  The last and most recent leg of 

Texas’s assessment journey is the STAAR program; a system TEA designed to promote 

and determine college and career readiness.  The program has STAAR exams for students 

in elementary and middle school, and when students reach high school they then begin 

taking end-of-course exams (EOC).   

In 2009, House Bill 3 established 15 EOC exams spanning the core subjects of 

English, mathematics, science, and social studies.  This bill also required high schools to 

use students’ EOC test scores as 15 percent of their final course grade (HB3, 2009).  The 

English tests totaled two days of testing.  The first day, students were given four hours to 

complete the writing portion of the exam, which consisted of two essays and multiple 

choice revising and editing questions.  On the second consecutive day, students were 

allotted another four hours to complete the reading portion, which consisted of passages 
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and multiple choice questions in addition to short answer questions (open ended 

response).   

Field-testing was also included in the STAAR design.  Field-test items are 

incorporated into every test to “gather item-level student performance data so that it can 

be determined how well the items will perform for the intended purpose” on future exams 

(Chapter 2, 2009, p.  I-31).  These items do not contribute to a student’s score, but do 

have to be completed within the exam time limit.  For the STAAR EOC English I exam, 

the reading test includes one additional field-test reading selection, multiple choice field 

test reading questions, one open-ended short answer field-test question, multiple choice 

field-test revising and editing questions, and a field-test essay prompt (Chapter 2, 2009).   

After the first administration of the test in 2012, school leaders, educators, and 

parents began to voice their concerns about the realities of meeting the increased 

standards (Smith, 2012).  The new exam meant an average of 45 days of testing per year 

for many students (HB3, 2009), and students were not performing well.  Of the over 

338,000 students in the state that took the English I exam, 29.9 percent failed the reading 

portion and 45.7 percent failed the writing portion (TEA, 2013).  In response the Texas 

legislature produced House Bill 5 in 2013. 

Beginning in 2014, students now only have to take and pass five EOC exams to 

graduate: English I, English II, algebra I, biology, and U.S.  History (HB5, 2013).  In 

addition, the English exams were shortened to assess reading and writing in the same 

assessment, in one five-hour time period.  If a student fails any of the five exams they are 

required to continue taking that exam every year (including summer administrations) 
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until they achieve a passing score.  While this can exponentially increase the number of 

tests students have to sit for each school year, many believe that test takers should have 

the opportunity to retake a failed test because it has been found that students achieve 

higher scores when they retake ability tests (Freund & Holling, 2011). 

Additionally, to address the low passing rates, House Bill 5 also added an 

amendment concerning instruction outside of normal school hours.  School districts are 

required to offer “additional accelerated instruction” to each student “who fails to 

perform satisfactorily on an end-of-course assessment instrument required for 

graduation” (HB5, 2013, p.  36).  This instruction is at the cost of the district, not the 

student or the state, and “may require participation of the students before or after normal 

school hours” and “at a time of the year outside normal school operations” (HB5, 2013, 

p.  16).   

According to 19 Texas Administrative Code, accelerated instruction “shall be 

based on, but not limited to, guidelines on research-based best practices and effective 

strategies” (2010), however these strategies are not explained for high school level 

accelerated instruction.  The unclear wording of “accelerated instruction” leaves room for 

discussion.   

Student perceptions of standardized exams.  Luce-Kapler and Klinger (2005) 

interviewed Canadian students regarding the Ontario Secondary School Literacy Test 

(OSSLT), which parallels Texas’s EOC in many ways. 

Both exams are a graduation requirement and both test reading and writing.  In 

the reading section of the OSSLT, students are asked to complete 12 reading selections, 
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and like the EOC students have to answer multiple choice and short answer response 

questions.  The writing component of the OSSLT differs in that students have to write a 

summary, a series of paragraphs expressing an opinion, a news report, and an information 

paragraph.  For the EOC students write two essays, both expository writing.   

Luce-Kapler and Klinger (2005) found that when students were asked what was 

being tested, they did not have a clear understanding.  They also found that students did 

not understand the reading and writing processes, and when students spoke of English 

they usually meant writing.  Since the Canadian and Texas exams are similar, this makes 

sense; writing is the section with which most students struggle, and probably most 

teachers’ primary focus in the classroom.   

Students reported that writing instruction was centered on formulas and structured 

responses.  The students said they just needed to “put the right things in the right place” 

(Luce-Kapler & Klinger, 2005, p.  168), suggesting that educators are creating and 

teaching formulas for writing, and probably for the reading portions of these exams.   

Summer School Programs for Struggling Readers 

 Numerous programs have been implemented to help struggling readers become 

stronger and more independent.  This section will look at the progression of these 

summer programs, and then some specific programs and their results.   

History of summer school programs in reading.  Summer school began as a 

response to child labor laws in 1916, and by the 1950s educators realized that it had many 

benefits (Cooper, Charlton, Valentine, & Muhlenbruck, 2000).  Summer school is used to 

help students gain credit for a failed course, ensure students with disabilities receive a 
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free and appropriate education (Cooper, et al., 2000), help students get ahead in their 

coursework, and to counteract summer learning loss.  A new reason for summer school 

was added by the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965, which “included 

funds for programs to meet educational needs identified as national priorities” (Cooper et 

al., 2001, p.  5).   

 This policy was enacted to ensure that students in need received supplemental 

help through activities outside of the regular school day.  At that time these efforts were 

focused on reading and math remediation (Cooper et al., 2000), and were funded through 

Title I.  Since then, federal ESEA and state funds for summer programs geared toward 

students who fail standardized exams have become commonplace.  As was mentioned in 

the last section, school districts in Texas are now required to offer additional “accelerated 

instruction” to these students.  These summer programs are intended to help students pass 

the state test in order to graduate.  However, as Granger and Kane (2004) point out, 

increasing test scores is no simple task, and a realistic view needs to be taken about what 

it takes to do this.   

 This accelerated instruction mandate places all of the responsibility on schools.  

They are now responsible for making sure students are gaining the content required 

during the school year and also trying to fit much of that same content into sessions 

which run from one to five weeks during the summer.  However, “reasonable progress” 

has to be a realistic expectation of schools and policy makers (Alexander et al., 2001, p.  

185).  This is especially important since most of the students who are invited to these 

programs are economically disadvantaged and are less academically proficient than their 

peers (Zvoch, 2011).  For these children, “school” is synonymous with “failure” and is 
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more of a punishment than fun (Alexander et al., 2001).  This association causes children 

who fall short in the eyes of standardized tests to shy away from summer programs.   

In Zvoch’s study, 37 percent of students who were offered placement in a summer 

program declined to attend.  While Zvoch (2011) claims that the extent to which students 

voluntarily participate is not completely known, this shows that it will take more than a 

failing test score to get some students motivated.  For this reason, “after school programs 

cannot become replicas of the very in-school programs youth find unmotivating” (Moje 

& Tysvaer, 2010, p.50).   

 While there are barriers to successful summer programs, there are also positives 

to be gained, such as combating summer learning loss for economically disadvantaged 

student populations.  Middle class children tend to show gains over the summer due to an 

accessibility of books and reading opportunities at home, but economically disadvantaged 

students show loss due to a lack of these factors in their summer lives (Cooper et al., 

2000).  However, Alexander, Entwisle, and Olson (2007) found that higher 

socioeconomic students had higher gains in achievement following summer school, while 

lower socioeconomic students made only minor gains due to a lack of accessibility to 

good programs.  Additionally, McMillan & Snyder (2002) state that programs centered 

on testing can lead to a racial gap, higher grade retention, and higher drop-out rates of 

minority students.  To really help economically disadvantaged students and to close the 

achievement gap, summer programs will have to target disadvantaged students 

specifically to make up for years of learning loss (Alexander, Entwisle, & Olson, 2007). 

Cooper, Nye, Charlton, Lindsay, and Greathouse (1996), concluded that students’ 

learning loss is equal to at least one month of instruction, and on average children’s test 
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scores are the equivalent of at least one month lower in the fall than when they left school 

in the spring.  This shows that summer breaks are an additional burden for schools who 

are trying to reach federal or state progress (Zvoch, 2011), and that summer programs 

might be able to help lessen this burden.   

Program studies.  While the burden of raising test scores and helping struggling 

readers should be taken on by entire communities (Alexander et al., 2001), the fact is that 

most of the students who are struggling are also economically disadvantaged and are not 

receiving the help they need at home.  This leaves it to the schools to make sure students 

progress, and many see out of school time as the solution.    

 The time before and after school and during summer breaks provides 

opportunities to give students extra skills instruction and the one-on-one coaching they 

need.  While reading and writing are embedded in the activities youth are already 

invested in, few of them will choose to do so for the sake of reading and writing 

(Edwards, 2005).  For this reason school day extensions and meaningful summer 

activities can motivate students to read and write, improving their literacy.   

 Moje and Tysvaer (2010) point out problems with literacy programs for 

adolescents.  They acknowledge that many out of school time activities are available for 

high school age students but are focused more on social development issues, such as 

violence and drug prevention.  The programs that are designated as “literacy programs” 

are either predominantly homework help and tutoring, or they are more focused on direct 

rather than explicit, or skills based, instruction.  While these two factors will produce 

some academic gains, they will not provide what adolescent students need to develop 
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more sophisticated literacy skills.  Another problem is that unlike elementary age 

students, high school students are more likely to have choice in attending a summer 

program, which can mean lower numbers of attendees (Moje & Tyvsaer, 2010).   

In spite of the problems of adolescent literacy programs, studies show that some 

programs have had positive results.  Although this study will focus on a summer 

program, the decision has been made to include programs conducted after school because 

if successful, the methods of one program can be altered to fit any literacy program. 

Studies with a literacy framework.  Moje and Tyvsaer (2010) focused on two 

programs they deemed successful.  The first was the Family Learning Institute.  This 

program catered to low income minority students in grades 4-8 who were reading two 

years below their grade level.  Once a week during the school year, students attended 

two-hour after school tutoring sessions where volunteers emphasized the fundamentals of 

reading and writing, and also worked with students on their affective behaviors (relating 

to interests and attitudes)  toward learning.  Students took a qualitative reading inventory 

at the beginning and then again six months into the program, and the results showed that 

75 percent of the youth had increased their reading abilities by one to three grade levels.   

The Comic Book Project was a less conventional “arts based literacy initiative for 

youth in urban after school programs” in New York (Bitz, p.  574, 2004).  In 2002, 733 

children at 33 after-school sites used the writing process to create original comic books.  

According to Bitz, the focus was on reading, writing, and vocabulary skills, but the 

project went one step further and the children used their own urban lives as inspiration.  

The main goal of the project was to build literacy and artistic skills, while at the same 
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time motivating attendance along with student ownership and pride in their work.  After 

the program, students and teachers were given a one page survey, and responses were 

strongly positive from both parties.  Bitz (2010) also matched student objectives to the 

New York State Learning Standards for English Language Arts. 

 While the results from both programs were positive, neither was conclusive of 

whether students gained in their reading abilities, and the students’ achievements were 

not measured in terms that can be equated to a standardized assessment.  However, each 

program had a factor that improves adolescent literacy.  The Family Leaning Institute 

recognized that the student attendees probably held a low view of learning and literacy.  

They took steps to help change that negative outlook, which affects a student’s ability to 

be successful.  Due to the unconventionality of the comic book program, and lack of 

quantitative data, many schools would be apprehensive about implementing this program.  

But more importantly, The Comic Book Project engaged youth in meaningful and 

purposeful activities (Moje & Tysvaer, 2010).  Both of these programs addressed student 

motivation, which is vital to literacy improvement.   

 In 1975, Toledo examined a summer reading remediation of 2,807 ninth and tenth 

grade students in 25 high schools to determine whether the students made significant 

gains in reading.  Based on the ESEA Title I program, this particular remediation had two 

goals: (1) to improve reading skills through an intense remediation program and (2) to 

orient incoming students to the school and its staff.  The four week program included one 

hour of instruction per day, small class sizes, a diagnostic approach to reading 

remediation, a wide range of materials, and integration of remediation and vocabulary 

into other activities (metal shop, typing, drafting, etc.). 
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Attendance was voluntary, and students had to be one or more years below their 

reading grade level to participate.  All students were also pre- and post-tested using the 

Word Knowledge and Reading Comprehension subtests of the Metropolitan 

Achievement Test (MAT).  The results were then used to develop student profiles which 

indicated each student’s remediation needs.  Students were required to graph their own 

progress throughout the course of the program using self-scoring progress sheets.   

 According to Toledo (1975), the results showed that ninth and tenth grade 

students showed a mean gain of a little over a month.  The feedback from the 81 teachers 

and their teaching assistants was also positive.  The author cites small class sizes, 

individualized instruction, and the self-progress sheets as the reasons behind these results.   

 In a similar study, the National Center for Educational Communications Model 

Reading Programs took an in-depth look at the Summer Junior High Schools in New 

York in 1970.  The reading program, which operated on state funds, enrolled 2,036 

students, the majority from disadvantaged areas (National Center for Educational 

Communication, 1971).  While attendance was voluntary, students had to be two years or 

more below grade level for admittance, and the average reading level of the students was 

fifth grade.   

 The average class size was 25, and students were grouped into four levels based 

on pre-test performance.  Each classroom was led by a well-trained teacher, many times 

with the help of a student teacher, and class instruction ranged from whole group to small 

groups according to the teaching demands (National Center for Educational 

Communication, 1971).  Each student’s reading skills were diagnosed and charted, and 
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individualized instructional plans were formed.  In addition, each school had a reading 

coordinator who was given 90 minutes each day to work on grouping students and 

analyzing test results.   

 In the end, 1,472 students were both pre- and post-tested using the MAT, and 81.1 

percent showed growth, with the median growth being nine months (National Center for 

Educational Communication, 1971).  The authors attribute these results to highly 

motivated pupils (students were allowed to earn credits toward graduation), the 

assignment of a reading coordinator to each school, and experienced reading teachers. 

 Both of these summer programs showed significant gains, and the element 

common to both was individualized instruction.  By finding out what each student 

needed, program administrators were able to target and remediate the aspects that had 

been causing each reader to struggle.  Another facet both programs employed was 

varying instruction; by using both whole and small group methods, each student was 

gaining individual attention.  Both programs were also longer than average.  As 

mentioned before by Alexander et al.  (2001), reasonable progress has to be a realistic 

expectation, and if schools are trying to turn struggling readers into proficient and 

successful students, they need to realize that this takes time.   

Studies with a testing framework.  With the rise of high stakes testing, “the 

remedial function of summer school is quickly becoming a priority,” and many students 

are encouraged to attend these programs in an effort to raise test scores (McMillan & 

Snyder, 2002, p.  1).   
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McMillan and Snyder (2002) found that summer programs organized around high 

stakes testing may not serve entire student populations.  While many programs show 

increased student scores after participation, “evidence also suggests that the reliance on 

these tests might result in a remedial summer program that fails to serve the most 

vulnerable and disadvantaged students” (McMillan & Snyder, 2002, p.  28; Alexander, 

Entwisle, & Olson, 2007).  Programs organized around a standardized exam (they cite the 

former Texas TAAS exam specifically) can lead to a racial gap, higher grade retention, 

and higher drop-out rates of minority students (McMillan & Snyder, 2002).   

Cooper et al.  (2000) found that remedial summer programs did have positive 

effects for middle class students.  If middle and high SES students did not attend summer 

school their reading skills were stagnant, whereas if low SES students did not attend 

summer school their reading skills declined.   

McMillan and Snyder (2002) found that some programs based their results on 

student attendance, classroom observations, student grades, and student perceptions, but 

the remainder relied heavily on high stakes test scores as outcome measures.  Critics, 

such as Sadowski (2000), are concerned that these programs are promoting test taking 

and not learning achievement.   

The following New Jersey summer programs illustrate many of Cooper at al.  

(2000) and McMillan and Snyder’s (2002) findings. 

 In 1983, New Jersey adopted a new state assessment, the High School Proficiency 

Test (HSPT).  The test was “a more rigorous assessment of reading, mathematics, and 

writing skills” than the previous state assessment” (Merkel-Keller, 1987, p.1).  In 1987, 

two research studies were presented at the American Educational Research Association 
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Annual Meeting, both concerning summer programs for students who were either at-risk 

of passing the HSPT when they entered the ninth grade, or students who had already 

taken and failed the exam in the ninth grade.   

 Merkel-Keller (1987) reported on the Summer Work Study Vocational Program, 

which targeted students who had failed the 1985 administration of the HSPT and would 

be entering the tenth grade in the next school year.  This program combined the idea of 

“strengthening [students’] basic skills” with supervised employment (Merkel-Keller, 

1987, p.  3).  At the same time, Raivetz & Bousque (1987) reported on a district summer 

tutorial program which, based on pre-testing in the eighth grade, pinpointed students who 

would be entering the ninth grade the following school year and were at-risk of failing 

the HSPT. 

Both the vocational program in Merkel-Keller’s (1987) study and the tutorial 

program in Raivetz and Bousque’s (1987) study were conducted in “high need, urban” 

districts (Merkel-Keller, 1987, p.2), and both lasted for six weeks.  Each program 

identified attendees using the same 1985 version of the HSPT exam, but Merkel-Keller’s 

study identified students entering the tenth grade who had failed the exam during their 

ninth grade year, and Raivetz & Bousque’s study pre-tested eighth graders.  Both 

programs were preparing students for the 1986 administration of the HSPT. 

 The overarching goals of each program were also in alignment.  They were both 

designed to remediate students’ skill deficiencies on the 1985 exam in the areas of 

reading, writing, and mathematics, in the hopes that students would pass the 1986 

administration (For the purpose of this study only the areas of reading and writing will be 

discussed).   
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 In the Summer Work Study Vocational Program (Merkel-Keller, 1987), students 

were identified by HSPT scores and teacher recommendations.  The program started with 

125 students and ended with 81 students who met the requirement of attending at least 25 

of the program days.   

 In the morning students were given three hours of instruction and after lunch 

completed three hours of paid vocational work.  The authors noted that class sizes were 

small, as little as five students per class, but did not give numbers for the largest classes.  

The teachers were acquired through job postings “in accordance with each district’s 

personnel policy” (Merkel-Keller, 1987, p.  8).  Each pilot site included the following 

staff members: superintendent, project coordinator, work study coordinator, and an 

instructor for each academic area (Merkel-Keller, 1987).  The teachers chosen were 

trained on the following topics.   

 Improving student abilities to read and think 

 Pre-reading strategies 

 Reader-text interaction strategies 

 Guidelines for interpreting HSPT results 

 The writing process 

 Identifying curriculum needs in writing as a result of the HSPT 

During the daily hour of reading instruction, the teachers taught literal 

comprehension/vocabulary, inferential comprehension, and critical comprehension.  In 

the area of writing, the instruction focused on sentence structure, organization of ideas, 

editing, and cohesive essay writing.  The researchers did not provide the amount of time 
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spent on each strategy, just that one hour a day was devoted to reading and one hour a 

day to writing.   

The results of this study were based on a comparison of how the students 

achieved on the 1985 HSPT exam and a post-test of the same exam at the end of the 

program.  For the 81 students that met the attendance requirements, their results 

concluded that the program made a positive difference for students from all districts in 

the area of multiple choice writing.  As for the reading, essay, and total writing portions, 

the analysis showed that the program had different effects across the sites (Merkel-Keller, 

1987).  When looking at essay writing specifically, the researcher found that many of the 

students “did more poorly after this portion [of] the program than before being exposed to 

the program” (Merkel-Keller, 1987, p.  11).  The author attributed these results to the 

“non-uniform implementation of the program and a number of other factors” which were 

not identified at that time (Merkel-Keller, 1987, p.  14).   

Raivetz and Bousquet’s (1987) summer tutorial program sheds light on additional 

summer program components.  The students chosen were pre-tested during their eighth 

grade year using the 1985 version of the HSPT.  Of these results, the students labeled at-

risk for failing the test their freshman year of high school were invited to attend the 

program.  No course credit was given for attendance.  The program began with 175 

students, and 136 completed the course and took the state test in 1986.   

Students received 45 minutes of instruction in each subject (reading, writing, and 

math) daily, with an average class size of 15.  The staff included an administrator, a 

guidance counselor, and one teacher in each subject area, but the authors did not explain 

teacher recruitment or training, and in regards to curriculum, they only stated that 
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“materials were selected for their relevancy to student needs” (Raivetz & Bousquet, 1987, 

p.  7).  The students were given weekly progress tests, and a weekly report was sent home 

to parents. 

The results of this study came from two exams.  First, the students were post-

tested with the same 1985 version they took in the eighth grade.  The students gained an 

average of 9.6 points on the reading portion of the test, and 10.1 points on the writing 

portion (Raivetz & Bousquet, 1987).   The researchers also studied the students’ results 

from the 1986 HSPT administration because they stated that the “six week 

experience…was not enough to evaluate the true value of the summer model” (Raivetz & 

Bousquet, 1987, p.  7).   

Nine months later the results of the 1986 HSPT showed that students who 

participated in the summer tutorial program outperformed students who did not.  The 

students from the summer program passed the reading portion with an average score of 

67.6 percent and the writing with an average of 65.4 percent, while non-summer-

attendees averaged 47.6 percent on the reading portion, and 43.3 percent on the writing. 

As can be seen, both the vocational and the summer tutorial programs had some 

positive impact on students.  The common denominators were the six-week timeframe, 

pre- and post-testing with the same exam, conducting the programs in high need, urban 

districts, and leading with the goals of preparing students in the areas of reading and 

writing in preparation for a state mandated exam.  Other aspects could explain their 

differing results.   

The summer tutorial program (Raivetz & Bousquet, 1987) chose course materials 

based on student needs.  Additionally, the difference between teaching students who have 
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already failed a test and those who have not could have been a factor; when a student 

already feels like a failure it is a tougher road to success (Heron, 2003; Johnston & 

Winograd, 1985).  The vocational program ended with 81 students (students who had 

previously failed), while the summer tutorial program ended with 136 (students who had 

not yet experienced failure with the HSPT).  And lastly, to gain a better measure of the 

vocational students’ achievement, the 1986 test results should have been studied. 

Summary 

 Struggling readers and writers possess low self-efficacy when it comes to their 

academic skills, and standardized assessments many times reinforce the idea that they are 

inadequate in the areas of reading and writing.  When trying to help students boost these 

scores, test preparation becomes a central goal, and many of these programs occur during 

the summer months.   

 While summer school has been proven to reduce learning loss, the type of 

learning and instruction that prevents this loss has not been pinpointed.  With states 

mandating summer test preparation programs, this type of learning needs to be identified.   

 The literature shows that the effectiveness of summer programs to increase test 

scores and improve literacy skills is inconclusive.  And, while there are strategies that 

have been proven beneficial in secondary reading, the gap between research and practice 

prevents these strategies from becoming widespread in middle and high schools, and in 

turn in the summer programs.   

 Therefore, this study focused on whether or not one summer-mandated program 

in Texas increased student test scores, and the curriculum that was used in that program. 



 

 

 

Chapter III 

Methodology 

The purpose of this study was to examine a state-mandated summer program in 

Texas to determine whether the program was beneficial to high school students’ STAAR 

test scores.  This causal-comparative research attempted to answer the following research 

question: 

Research Question:  Was there a significant difference between the July passing 

rates of the students who took the summer program (Group A) and the students 

who did not (Group B)? 

 This investigation also included analysis of the summer program’s curriculum and 

instructional strategies to determine the extent to which they were aligned with current 

best practice. 

Research Design 

 Based on the stated purpose of this study, the researcher decided on a causal-

comparative design in order to establish whether or not the state-mandated summer 

program had a positive effect on students’ retest scores.  The primary method was 

quantitative, using the students’ test scores and other information about them, such as 

demographics.  The data was analyzed using both Microsoft Excel and SPSS to answer 

the research question.   

 While acknowledging that not everything about a summer program can be 

answered by test scores, Cooper, Nye, Lindsay, and Greathouse (1996), in their study of 

39 summer programs, found that the most frequent measure of summer school 

effectiveness was test scores before and after attending, and score comparisons with 
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students who did not attend.  In order to extend this research beyond the analysis of test 

scores, the curriculum and instructional methods of the program were reported and 

explored.  When trying to understand the effects of a summer program on student test 

scores, it needs to be clear what transpired in the classrooms.   

Research Context 

Locale.  The study was situated in a large suburban school district located just 

outside a metropolitan city in Texas.  The district is one of the largest in the state with 

over 100,000 students.  The student populations at the time of this study were 44 percent 

Hispanic/Latino, 28 percent White, 17 percent African American, 9 percent Asian, 2 

percent other, and 50 percent of the students were economically disadvantaged across the 

district (District website, 2013).  Of the high schools, almost half had student populations 

upward of 40 percent economically disadvantaged, and three had upward of 60 percent.  

While the STAAR End-of Course passing rates for the district were on par with other 

districts in the state, the numbers were still low.  Due to these numbers, and to be in 

accordance with the state mandate (HB5, 2013), the district offered a summer 

remediation program for students who failed the English I and other EOC exams.   

  In 2014, the program was offered for five days during the summer, from June 25-

26, 30, and July 1-2.  The programs were held simultaneously at three high schools in the 

district.  A total of 390 students attended the English I EOC program and took the July 

exam following the intervention.  Each day there was a morning and an afternoon session 

at each high school, in which two different groups of students were taught (see Appendix 

A).  Students chose whether to attend an afternoon or a morning session.  A total of 206 

students attended morning sessions and 184 students attended the afternoon sessions. 
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If a student registered for the course, daily attendance was mandatory (see 

Appendix A), “students who were absent from class for more than two days for any 

reason were withdrawn.” The week long program was free for students, which was a 

change from the 2013 summer program where each subject cost the students $50.00.  

High school graduation credit was not offered for this program, and no grade was 

assigned.   

The purpose of the program, as stated in the district summer school brochure, was 

“to prepare students to retake the end of course exams that will be administered July 8-

11, 15-16.” What the district deemed “test prep sessions” were available for all core 

subject areas tested by the EOC exams, but this study focused only on English I.   

Participants.  During that week, 15 teachers from high schools around the district 

were chosen to teach the English I EOC program.  The selection of teachers was based on 

the same application process the district used for regular summer school classes.  

Teachers submitted applications on a voluntary basis and were selected based on their 

availability and teaching credentials.   

Fourteen of the teachers selected to teach the English I EOC preparation course 

had also taught English I during the regular school year, and the remaining teacher taught 

eighth grade English.  According to the district coordinator, the average class size ranged 

from 25 to 30 students. 

 The summer program started with 429 attendees, but only 390 attendees took the 

July exam.  It is not known why the other 39 students did not take the July retest exam.  

Attendees came from each of the 10 high schools, with the largest numbers coming from 

the high schools with a higher percentage of economically disadvantaged students.  This 
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is apparent in the demographic data because a little over half of the students were 

categorized as economically disadvantaged and at risk.  The number of at risk students 

was 149, there were 18 students categorized as economically disadvantaged, and 191 

students were categorized as both at risk and economically disadvantaged.  There were 

also 32 students with no reported socioeconomic status. 

When comparing the groups, only the scores of economically disadvantaged and 

at risk students were analyzed.  A random sample (computer generated by SPSS) of 30 at 

risk students was used to help equate the groups for better statistical results.  The 191 

students that were both at-risk and economically disadvantaged were excluded from the 

data because SPSS cannot decipher between the two when a student has been categorized 

as both.  The number of students in each socioeconomic group can be seen in Table 5. 

Table 5 

Socioeconomic Groups  

 Students 

At Risk 149 

Economically Disadvantaged 18 

Both 191 

No Status 32 

 

 The majority of students were entering the tenth grade, but 59 students would be 

repeating the ninth grade in the following school year.  The participants were made up of 

258 males and 132 females.  In regards to ethnicity, the program had a large Hispanic 

student population with 214 of the attendees in this category.  There were 86 African 

American students, 65 white students, 25 Asian, mixed-race, and American Indian.  In 

Table 7 the Asian, mixed-race, and American Indian students are grouped together in an 

“other” category.  This was done because a low number of students would not provide 
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significant results in SSPS; only the larger groups, African American, Hispanic, and 

White students’, scores were analyzed.  Additionally, since the number of Hispanic 

students was so much larger than the other groups a random sample of 100 Hispanic 

students were used when analyzing ethnicity.  This random sample was computer 

generated by SPSS.  Tables 6 and 7 illustrate these groups of students. 

Table 6 

Gender 

Gender Students 

Male 258 

Female 132 

 

Table 7 

Ethnicity 

Ethnicity Students 

African American 86 

Hispanic 214 

White 65 

Other 25 

 

 For comparison purposes, 257 students took the July administration of the exam, 

but did not attend the summer program.  Non-attendees were also spread across the 

district representing all 10 high schools, again with the larger numbers coming from the 

high schools with a higher percentage of economically disadvantaged students.  The 

number of at risk students was higher with 86, and there were 13 students categorized as 
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economically disadvantaged, while 139 students were in both categories and 19 had no 

socioeconomic status. 

 The majority of non-attendees were entering the tenth grade, but 50 students 

would be repeating the ninth grade the following school year.  The participants were 

made up of 152 males and 105 females.  In regards to ethnicity, the non-attendees had a 

large Hispanic student population with 146 of the attendees in this category.  There were 

64 African American students, 37 White students, 10 Asian, mixed-race, and American 

Indian.   

Curriculum materials.  The curriculum for the summer program was constructed 

by a high school English teacher appointed by the district coordinator of secondary 

English.  The curriculum included a detailed daily schedule with specified activities and 

their duration, along with presentations and handouts to be used in conjunction with these 

activities.  The entire curriculum was distributed to teachers before the summer program, 

but training was not provided.  The district coordinator said that the expectation was that 

teachers would use the structured curriculum as it was presented to them.  Each session of 

students (morning and afternoon) received the same instruction. 

 According to the district coordinator, the curriculum was designed so that reading, 

writing, and other elements were integrated each day.  For some activities a teacher script 

was provided.   

Day one.  The first activity was designed to teach students about the STAAR 

EOC test design.  Teachers were to “discuss strategy for maximizing points on the test.” 

They were provided the following information to show students: 
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Composition – 24 points (graded by two people); each grader grades the 

composition on a scale of 1-4.  The two scores are added together (maximum 

score is eight points).  The combined score is then multiplied by 3 (8x3=24) 

Short Answer Response Single Selection- 9 points 

Short Answer Response Paired Selection- 9 points 

Reading Questions-understanding/Analysis across Genres- 6 points 

Reading Questions- understanding/Analysis of Literary Texts- 11 points 

Reading Questions- understanding/Analysis of Informational Texts-11 points 

Revision Questions- 11 points 

Editing Questions-11 points 

When asked why the STAAR test design was taught to students, the district 

coordinator said that they realized the students were confused about how the EOC test 

was graded.  The students thought that every question on the test was worth one point 

including the short answer single and paired response questions.  Students would leave 

these answers blank not knowing that they were actually losing as many as nine points.  

“This was strictly a test taking strategy,” she said.  “to let them know what everything 

was worth so that they would not skip something important.” 

The next 20 minutes of day one was allotted to an activity titled a HELPing Chart.  

This chart was designed to aid students in the writing of an expository essay.  The HELP 

acronym stood for history, experiences, literature, and pop culture.  Students 

brainstormed things they knew about these categories and listed them.  The strategy 

behind this was to help students understand that prior knowledge is valuable in writing 
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and to give them ideas to write about on the essay portion.  Teachers were instructed to 

have students fill in the experience and literature sections on their own and then work in 

small groups to complete the history and pop culture sections.  Teachers were also 

instructed to have students share their ideas and to build a “wall of ideas” in the 

classroom. 

Afterward, visual writing prompts were provided to show students how their ideas 

in the HELPing chart connected to essay prompts.  Teachers were provided with 40 

visual writing prompts.  Each one included a picture and a statement.  For example, one 

prompt contained a picture of a running robot and underneath it the sentence, “Nobody 

knows what the future holds.” Students were instructed to look at a prompt and choose 

one of their experiences to connect to that idea, share with a small group, and then the 

groups would share their best idea with the rest of the class.  This was repeated for three 

or four more prompts.   

The next activity was titled the ten minute essay.  Teachers put a visual prompt on 

the board and led students through ideas to write about.  The teachers were given 

directions and a sample script.   

 “Look at the image on the board.  Decide whether you agree or disagree with the 

statement.  Write on your own paper, and respond – do you agree or disagree? 

You’ve got 30 seconds.” 

“Next, think about an example – in a book, or a movie, or on TV – of someone 

being thoughtless and hurting another person.  Write about that example.  Three 

minutes to get it down!” 
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“Now, think about a time when someone hurt you, but didn’t know they had hurt 

you.  Describe what happened, and how you felt.  You’ve got three minutes.  

Go!” 

“How was your relationship changed? How were YOU changed? What are the 

results of this? Two minutes!” 

“In the end, was it a good thing or a bad thing that this happened? Why? Only 90 

seconds! Go!” 

 The purpose of this activity, as stated in the daily schedule, was to lead students 

through a “scaffolded series of writing exercises.” In addition, it helped students write 

their ideas on the paper quickly, which many struggling writers have trouble with. 

 After a break, the students were given a vocabulary list as a study tool.  They 

were instructed to add notes and examples as words came up in class. 

 The next activity was included to teach students how to make inferences.  The 

strategy was titled “I See I Know and So.” Students were instructed that they would “see” 

what was on the page, in the picture, or what someone said, they would “know” and 

could share ideas about what they saw or heard, and lastly they would formulate an 

“idea.” For example, I see you yawning, I know you were playing video games last night 

after dinner, and so I am guessing you played until about 3am. 

Students were given a graphic organizer with this chart and practiced filling it in 

using pictures and statements in the presentation.  Then, they were instructed to read an 

excerpt from Charlie and the Chocolate Factory, draw valid conclusions (using the 

strategy) about three characters, and then answer the following questions: 
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“Explain what kind of person Augustus is.  Support your answer with text 

evidence.” 

“Explain what kind of person Veruca is.  Support your answer with text 

evidence.” 

Day two.  Day two, and the remainder of the program days, began with an activity 

called sentence imitation.  Students were shown sentences with different structures and 

instructed to imitate those structures by writing their own sentences.  This first exercise 

was to familiarize students with the process of imitating another’s sentence structure.  

Following this activity, students concentrated again on writing. 

 The remainder of day two consisted of learning how to write a thesis statement 

and then applying this knowledge to learn about and answer a short answer question.  

First, teachers gave students a formula for writing a thesis statement: What + Why = A 

Thesis.  The students then practiced constructing and deconstructing already written 

thesis statements.  Afterward, students practiced writing their own thesis statements 

based on prompts.  The daily schedule stated that 

Students should be given a large window to practice thesis statements.  Most 

students require several iterations to become confident.  Require at least three 

completed thesis statements from each student. 

The next activity was titled “How to write about literature: Tying thesis and essay 

structure to short answer items.” The teacher and students read Volar: To Fly (a non-

fiction essay), used the strategy of chunking the passage, and discussed it for meaning.  

Afterward, the teachers showed a presentation containing a strategy to answer a short 

answer question on the EOC exam.  They gave students the acronym APE, which stands 
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for Answer, Prove it, Explain; these were the three steps they wanted students to use 

when answering a short answer question.  Afterward, teachers differentiated instruction 

by allowing students to choose a short answer question to answer.  They titled the 

question choices straight ahead, uphill, and mountainous.  The curriculum stated for the 

teachers to “differentiate questions appropriately,” and that students could answer more 

than one question. 

Day three.  Day three began with the same sentence imitation activity as day two, 

but this time focused on compound sentences.  Afterward, students returned to essay 

writing.  This time students evaluated previously written student essays.  The classes read 

an essay together, and then discussed the following questions: 

 Where’s the THESIS? 

 What EXAMPLE illustrates the thesis?  

 Does this essay SHOW and TELL?  

 How many DETAILS–who, what, where, when, why, or how – are offered 

about that example? 

 How is this essay ORGANIZED? 

Afterward, the students completed the following activity individually or in groups 

using the same essay.   

 On your copy of this student essay, make a record of how carefully the student 

stuck to her thesis statement. 

 Highlight all sentences in which she described what it means to TAKE A 

RISK in yellow. 
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 Highlight all sentences in which she described things that are SCARY in 

pink.   

 Highlight all sentences in which she described why risk taking is 

NECESSARY in blue.   

 Highlight all sentences in which she described what GREAT THINGS came 

to be in green.   

Then, for practice, they were instructed to read other previously written student 

essays, chunk them, and “quickly discuss.” The teachers were instructed to make sure the 

students noticed that “all student samples had a similar structure and used a similar 

strategy, as well as including similar numbers of details.  All of the student essays 

included had earned passing scores. 

 After deconstructing essays, the students “built” writer’s toolkits.  Each student 

was given a blank sheet of paper labeled Writer’s Toolkit at the top, and they were 

instructed to “create a memorable list” of the writing tools they had examined in class so 

far, which included thesis statements, focus, and structure.  An example writer’s toolkit 

was given to teachers as a guide.  The instructions stated that “items in the toolkit should 

be simple and easy to remember.” Then, students completed another sentence imitation 

activity focused on the acronym AAAWWUBBIS (after, as, although, when, while, until, 

because, before, if, since) and wrote sentences that included these words. 

 At the end of the day, students were taught how to answer a crossover short 

answer question and then practiced answering this type of question.  They began this part 

of the lesson by having the teacher model deconstructing and annotating using the poem 

“Hope is the Thing with Feathers” to find the meaning.  Afterward, the students were 
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given an excerpt from The Diary of Anne Frank to read and discuss.  A side note in the 

curriculum suggests that teachers have students add this book to their HELPing chart 

from day one.   

 After reading the excerpt, the teachers showed students a presentation that 

explained how to answer a short answer question for paired selections using the same 

acronym (APE) as day two.  The students answered one crossover question, and then 

continued practicing with differentiated crossover questions, as they did with the regular 

short answer questions.  The instructions for differentiation were more specific here.   

“Students who finish one question can practice with a second, more difficult item.  

If students finish early, also consider pairing students who worked on different 

questions and having them explain their answers to one another.” 

Day four.  The day began again with sentence imitation.  This time the students 

worked on sentence “openers.” Afterward the students focused again on essay writing.  

The lesson began with the following instructions to teachers. 

“Ask one student to read aloud in order to present students the ‘Too-Simple’ 

Essay Sample for analysis.  This essay is based on an actual student essay and is 

representative of the work of many failing students.  Present this piece as a 

problem to be solved.”  

 After students discussed the failing essay, a strategy titled Pitchfork was 

introduced and students completed mini-writes as the teacher went through the initial 

presentation.  This strategy was basically a rule of three for writing.  For example, use 

three examples when writing a thesis statement, use three synonyms to describe 

something, and give three reasons why when explaining something.  Then the students 
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were to read a previously written student essay the curriculum deemed “Not Too 

Shabby,” find the 13 pitchforks it contained, then circle and label each as brief examples, 

synonyms, or reasons why.  The students then did the same exercise with an essay the 

curriculum deemed a “Too-Simple Essay,” and then a “Wow That’s Boring” essay.  

However, with the last essay students were instructed to add pitchforks instead of finding 

them.   

 The second half of day four focused on revising and editing practice.  Teachers 

began by showing what the curriculum called “Grammar Greatest Hits.” It was a 

compilation of 10 grammar and editing errors students would find on the EOC test.  

While going through the presentation, students filled in a worksheet by naming each error 

and then writing how they could beat it on the exam.  For example, number 10 was 

spelling and the strategy to beat it was by using a dictionary.   

To end the day, students practiced answering several revising and editing 

passages.  They were instructed to identify which error was being addressed in each 

question before choosing the correct answer.  The curriculum stated that this would 

“force them to revisit their notes and focus on the strategies provided.” 

Day five.  The last day of the summer program began with imitating sentences, 

this time focusing on using “interrupters.” The students again returned to writing and 

wrote another ten minute essay using a visual prompt (just as they did on day one).   

 Then the students were given a timed write.  They had 50 minutes to write an 

essay based on an EOC expository prompt.  Students were given the choice of either 

continuing their writing from the ten minute essay or starting a new essay.  The 

instructions to teachers were as follows. 
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“Students should write an essay that includes a thesis, clear example(s), detail 

through pitchfork or other method, diverse sentence structures, and a clear 

structure.  Teacher conducts WC as the students work.” [The curriculum did not 

specify, but it is assumed WC means writing conferences.] 

The summer program ended with a student choice independent practice session.  

Students could choose to complete any of the following while the teacher floated and 

conferred with students as necessary. 

Essay Composition (Any prompt as provided) 

SAR and Crossover Construction (Questions Provided) 

Revising and Editing Passages (Passages Provided) 

 According to the daily schedule, each teacher saw the morning and afternoon 

sessions for a total of three hours per day, and 15 hours for the entire program.  See Table 

8 for the strategies used and the time allotted for each. 

Table 8 

Duration of Instructional Strategies  

Strategy Time Allotted 

Test Preparation 5.4 hours 

Writing 5.5 Hours 

Reading 2 Hours 

Vocabulary 10 minutes 
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After the five day summer program, the summer administration of the English I 

EOC was proctored sometime during July 7-10.  This means that the longest students had 

to wait between the end of the program and taking the exam was eight days.   

Testing schedules.  The first administration of the English I EOC for all ninth 

graders was on May 31, 2014, during the spring semester of their freshman year.  The 

second administration, for students who failed the first administration, was offered July 

7-10, 2014, during summer break.  This was an optional administration, independent of 

whether a student attended the summer program.  This means that not every student who 

attended the summer program sat for the summer administration, and participation in the 

summer program was not required to be eligible for the summer EOC administration.   

There were students who took the English I EOC exam before May 2014 and 

were classified as sophomores or juniors.  These students were not included in the data in 

order to keep the sample population as uniform as possible.   

Another fact to note about the summer EOC test administration is that the summer 

exams are shorter.  In the Spring administration of the EOC, the state includes field-test 

items.  While these items do not count toward a student’s score, they do have to be 

completed within the five-hour time limit, making the exam longer.  For summer 

administrations, the state removes the field-test items.  So students only have to complete 

items that count toward their score, giving them more time, within the five-hour time 

limit, to complete every item.   

Data Collection Procedures 

Student data.  The district supplied the masked student test scores from the 

March 2014 administration of the English I EOC exam and the July 2014 summer 
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administration.  This data included the following information: student ethnicity, whether 

each student is classified as at risk and/or economically disadvantaged, gender, grade 

level, raw score, scale score, how each student performed in reading, writing, and each of 

the reporting categories set forth by the state, their scores on each of the short answer 

responses, and finally their scores on each essay.   

Data Analysis Procedures 

 The raw student data was given to the researcher in September of 2014.  

According to House Bill 5, “the agency must notify school districts and campuses of the 

results of assessment instruments administered under this section not later than the 21
st
 

day after the date the assessment instrument is administered” (2013, p.  53).   

The raw student data only included students who took the English I EOC for the 

first time in May 2014.  This was done due to reduce the test-retest effects on students.  If 

students take a test more than once, scores might increase simply because the test has 

become familiar.  In addition, the students who had taken the test before May 2014 were 

not true freshmen and had more instruction and experience with the skills and concepts 

being tested.   

 The remaining students were grouped by summer program attendance, those who 

attended (N = 390) and those who elected not to attend (N = 257).  The research question 

for this study was based in the comparison of the two groups.  These groups were 

compared using the means of their scores to see improvement or decline in test scores for 

the two groups.  These results will be displayed in the next chapter in tables to depict the 

effect of the summer program.   
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 The data from both groups was entered into SPSS.  An analysis of covariance 

(ANCOVA) was used to explore the differences in scores between the two groups of 

students (attendees and non-attendees).  The pre-test scores were controlled (that is, the 

May administration of the English I EOC exam), by making them the covariate in the 

analysis.  Thus, pre-existing variations in scores were removed from the comparison 

between program and non-program group scores.  This control increased the likelihood of 

detecting differences between the two groups if they existed.  A power analysis was done 

for this study, by setting alpha power at .05, expecting an effect size of .5, and with a 

power of .80; G*Power showed that there needed to be 21 subjects in each cell.  The 

study’s sample did produce at least 21 persons per cell in the above analysis. 

 Afterward, in exploratory analyses, the demographic subgroups were analyzed to 

see if participation or non-participation in the summer program affected different groups 

of students differently.  Table 9 shows the exploratory analyses groups. 

Table 9 

Exploratory Analyses Groups 

Independent Variable(s) Dependent Variable 

Ethnicity: Hispanic, African American, 

White 

Test Scores 

Gender (Male, Female) 

Economically Disadvantaged, At Risk, No 

Status 

Session Attendance (AM/PM) 

 

To do this, an ANCOVA was used to explore whether there were significant 

differences in the mean scores across demographic groups.   
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Validity.  This study was a causal comparison of students’ English I EOC scores 

with and without the effect of a state-mandated summer program.  An analysis of the 

district’s students’ test scores was conducted.   

 The state of Texas has passed legislation to ensure “validity, reliability, and 

security of assessments” (19 TEC § 101.3031).  This put into place the requirements that 

assessment instruments be reliable and valid, meet applicable federal requirements for 

measurement of student progress, and that standardized test administration procedures 

and training must be followed in order to ensure continuity of the test administration 

process (19 TEC § 101.3031). 

 In order to show the validity of the EOC assessments, in 2011, when the tests 

were still being field-tested, the state correlated test scores with each student’s 

performance in the same course.  For the English I exam, the state had a sample size of 

59,903 students and the EOC scores and the student’s course performance had a 

correlation of .47, which, according to the state document, translates into an 80 percent 

chance of earning a B in English I if a student performs “satisfactorily” on the exam 

(TEA, 2012).  These “grade correlation studies” were “derived from low-stakes test 

administrations in 2011” (TEA, 2012) 

 The state also conducted “linking studies designed to empirically link student 

performance on STAAR EOC assessments in the same content area” (TEA, 2012).  The 

results showed that English I reading and English II reading had a correlation of .67, and 

for writing their correlation was .71 with sample sizes of 16,000 to 17,000 students (TEA, 

2012).  These results were “used to inform that alignment of performance standards 

across assessments” and “provide as an advanced indicator about whether or not the 
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students are on track to meet the performance standards on a subsequent EOC 

assessment” (TEA, 2012).   

  While these numbers only show the external validity of the test in regard to 

students’ course grades and other exams, this is what the state has put forth to prove the 

validity of the EOC exams.  Since these studies were conducted in 2011, House Bill 5 has 

changed the way the English I exam is administered, and these sample populations took 

the older version of the test.  At the same time, adherence to the provisions put in place 

for administrators of the test to have the same training and perform in the same way can 

vary from school to school.  For these reasons, while the state has put forth these 

correlations and guidelines, nothing right now can completely prove the exam’s validity. 

Every measure was taken to ensure the validity of the current study.  While the 

student population could not be randomly chosen, the students within that population 

were selected to improve the validity of the study.  Students were chosen in order to be 

able to better generalize the results of this study to other students around the state and the 

country.   

Reliability.  According to TEA, two tests were run to estimate the reliability of 

the nine EOC exams in 2011 (TEA & Pearson, 2011). 

First, the internal consistency was measured using the Kuder Richardson Formula 

20 (KR20), which is used to estimate the consistency with which students respond to test 

items during one test administration.  For the EOC assessment program the internal 

consistency estimates ranged from .88 (considered good) to .94 (considered excellent) 

reliability coefficients (TEA & Pearson, 2011, p.  198).  This instrument is used only for 
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multiple choice tests.  A reliability measurement for constructed response items was 

discussed, but no data was found.   

The second reliability test was conducted using Classical Standard Error of 

Measurement (SEM), which “represents the amount of variance in a score that results 

from factors other than what the assessment is intended to measure (TEA & Pearson, 

2011, p.  110).   The EOC assessments SEM values ranged from 2.32 to 3.70 points of 

variance (p.  198).   

TEA also states that interrater reliability is used.  Two trained evaluators observe 

the same student performance at the same time, and then independently provide ratings of 

that student’s performance.  According to TEA, the correlation of these measures shows 

the reliability of the test scores (TEA & Pearson, 2011).  While the method was 

explained, no correlation data was provided.   

While reliability testing was completed in 2011, it has to be kept in mind that the 

English exams changed with House Bill 5 in 2013.  No reliability information was found 

for the revised English EOC exams.   

In regards to the reliability of this study, although the student participants could 

not be randomly selected, the same students were used for the entire study.  These 

students took the same English I EOC in May 2014, the same summer program or lack of 

a summer program, and then the same exam in July 2014.  Thus, many important 

variables were held constant for the comparison, protecting against the influence of many 

extraneous factors. 

 



 

 

 

Chapter IV 

Results 

 

This study examined a state-mandated summer program in Texas in order to 

determine whether the program was beneficial to high school students’ test scores.  This 

chapter is organized in terms of the research question and the exploratory studies that 

followed from it. 

To answer the research question, the study examined the English I EOC July 

retest scores of the group of students who attended the summer program and the group of 

students who did not attend.  Then, through further exploratory analysis, demographic 

subgroups of these students were examined to discover whether the summer program had 

a significant effect for any of them.  Lastly, the investigation included an analysis of the 

summer program’s curriculum and instructional strategies to determine the extent to 

which they were aligned with current best practice. 

Passing Rates on Retest of the English I EOC 

The research question: Was there a significant difference between the July 

passing rates of the students who took the summer program (Group A) and the students 

who did not (Group B)? As shown in the analyses and tables in this chapter, there was a 

statistically significant difference between the July passing rates of the students in Group 

A and Group B.   

Table 10 shows the number and percentage of students from each group 

(attendees and non-attendees of the summer program) who achieved a satisfactory score 

on the July exam and therefore passed.   
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Table 10 

July Retest Passing Rates  

 Attendees 

N = 390 

Non-attendees 

N = 257 

Passed 60% 47% 

Failed 40% 53% 

 

From the raw data alone, it can be seen that the 390 students that attended the 

summer program had a higher passing rate on the July English I EOC exam than the 257 

non-attendees. 

To determine whether the difference between the two groups was statistically 

significant, a one-way between-groups analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) was conducted 

to compare the effectiveness of the summer program on students’ test scores.  The 

independent variable was the intervention (attendance of the summer program), and the 

dependent variable was students’ scale scores on the July administration of the English I 

EOC exam after the intervention was completed.  Participant’s scale scores on the May 

administration of the English I EOC exam were used as the covariate. 

Preliminary checks were conducted to ensure that there was no violation of the 

assumptions of normality, linearity, homogeneity of variances, homogeneity of regression 

slopes, and reliable measurement of the covariate.  After adjusting for the pre-

intervention scores (May administration of English I EOC), there was a significant 

difference between the two intervention groups on post-intervention scores on the July 

administration of the English I EOC, F (1, 644) = 13.36, p = .00, partial eta squared = 

.02.  There was a strong relationship between the pre-intervention and post-intervention 

scores on July Administration of the English I EOC, as indicated by a partial eta squared 
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value of .16.  Table 11 shows the descriptive statistics for the attendees and non-

attendees. 

Table 11 

Attendees and Non-attendees Descriptive Statistics  

 
Attendees 

N = 390 

Non-attendees 

N = 257 

Mean 3806.50 3736.65 

Std.  Deviation 259.44 260.81 

Note.  A satisfactory scale score on the English I EOC is a 3750. 

 

It can be seen from the results that a student’s attendance to the summer program 

was statistically significant in obtaining a satisfactory score on the July exam. 

Analyses of Groups in Terms of Demographics 

Further analyses were conducted to find out if summer program attendance had a 

significant effect for the students when grouped by gender, socioeconomic status, AM or 

PM session attendance, and ethnicity.  Table 12 shows the number of students (N) in each 

demographic group.   
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Table 12 

Number of Students in each Demographic Group 

Demographic Group Subgroups Attendees  Non-attendees 

Gender Male 258 152 

 Female 132 105 

Socioeconomic Status Economically 

Disadvantaged 
18 13 

 At Risk 149 86 

 None 19 32 

Session Attendance AM 206 - 

 PM 184 - 

Ethnicity African American 86 64 

 Hispanic 214 146 

 White 37 65 

Note.  The numbers in this table represent the total number of students in each group. 

These numbers were reduced by computerized random selection for statistical analysis. 

 

 Just as with the main research question results, each demographic group will have 

two tables.  The first table for each demographic group will show the number of students 

and passing rate of each subgroup for the July English I EOC administration.  It should 

be noted that in every demographic group the attendees scored higher than the non-

attendees on the July retest exam. 

To find out if statistical significance existed for any of the demographic groups, 

an analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) was conducted to assess the effectiveness of the 

summer program on the July test scores of the participants of the four demographic 

groups.  Following the first table, the ANCOVA results will be explained and the second 

table for each demographic group will show the results of the analysis. For the two-way 

analyses an ANCOVA summary table is also provided. 
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Table 13 

Gender Passing Rates 

 Male  Female 

 Attendees 

N = 258 

Non-attendees 

N = 152 

Attendees 

N = 132 

Non-attendees 

N = 105 

Pass 57% 44% 67% 52% 

Fail 43% 56% 33% 48% 

 

A 2 by 2 between-groups analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) was conducted to 

assess the effectiveness of the summer program on the July test scores of male and 

female participants.  The independent variables were summer program attendance 

(attendee and non-attendee) and the gender groups.  The dependent variable was the scale 

scores of the July administration of the English I EOC exam, administered following the 

completion of the intervention (summer program).  Scores of the May administration of 

the English I EOC exam were used as a covariate to control for individual differences. 

Preliminary checks were conducted to ensure that there was no violation of the 

assumptions of normality, linearity, homogeneity of variances, homogeneity of regression 

slopes, and reliable measurement of the covariate.  After adjusting for the pre-

intervention scores (May administration of English I EOC), gender had no significant 

effect. These results suggest that males and females did not respond differently to the 

summer program. Tables 14 and 15 present the descriptive statistics and the ANCOVA 

summary.  
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Table 14 

Gender Descriptive Statistics 

 Male  Female 

 Attendees 

N = 258 

Non-attendees 

N = 152 

Attendees 

N = 132 

Non-attendees 

N = 105 

Mean 3788.79 3717.13 3841.13 3763.69 

Std.  Deviation 259.15 261.24 257.47 259.03 

 

Table 15 

Gender ANCOVA Summary 

Source SS MS F(1, 642) p η2 

May Exam 

Score 

6917503.28 6917503.28 122.31 .000 .160 

Attendance 785183.68 785183.68 13.88 .00 .21 

Gender 135967.45 135967.45 2.40 .122 .004 

Attendance 

x Gender 

5183.52 5183.52 .092 .762 .000 

Error 36309281.32 56556.51    

Total 9282861683     

 

Table 16 

Socioeconomic Status Passing Rates 

 Economically 

Disadvantaged 

 At Risk  No Status 

  

Attendees 

N = 18 

Non-

attendees 

N = 13 

 

Attendees 

N = 149 

Non-

attendees 

N = 86 

 

Attendees 

N = 32 

Non-

attendees 

N = 19 

Pass 83% 77% 64% 53% 84% 58% 

Fail 17% 23% 36% 47% 16% 42% 
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A 2 by 2 between-groups analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) was conducted to 

assess the effectiveness of the summer program on the July test scores of the at risk and 

economically disadvantaged participants The independent variables were summer 

program attendance (attendee and non-attendee) and the students’ socioeconomic status.  

The dependent variable was the scale scores of the July administration of the English I 

EOC exam, administered following the completion of the intervention (summer 

program).  Scores of the May administration of the English I EOC exam were used as the 

covariate to control for individual differences. 

Preliminary checks were conducted to ensure that there was no violation of the 

assumptions of normality, linearity, homogeneity of variances, homogeneity of regression 

slopes, and reliable measurement of the covariate.  After adjusting for the pre-

intervention scores (May administration of English I EOC), socioeconomic status had no 

significant effect.  These results suggest that the summer program had a weak effect on 

the students categorized as at risk and economically disadvantaged.  Tables 17 and 18 

present the descriptive statistics and the ANCOVA summary.  

Table 17 

Socioeconomic Descriptive Statistics 

 Eco.  Disadvantaged  At Risk  No Status 

  

Attendees 

N = 18 

Non-

attendees 

N = 13 

 

Attendees 

N = 30 

Non-

attendees 

N = 20 

  

Attendees 

N = 32 

Non-

attendees 

N = 19 

Mean 4059.44 3920.54 3814.10 3773.20  3971.34 3855.95 

Std.  

Deviation 

321.36 360.22 304.84 246.55  243.43 289.53 

Note.  The At Risk N was reduced by computerized random selection. 

 



81 
 

 

Table 18 

Socioeconomic Status ANCOVA Summary 

Source df SS MS F p η2 

May Exam 

Score 

1 902671.64 902671.64 11.75 .001 .086 

Attendance 1 284759.18 284759.18 3.71 .057 .029 

Status 2 586218.46 586218.46 3.81 .025 .058 

Attendance 

x Status 

2 34467.12 17233.56 .224 .799 .004 

Error 125 9605772.11 76846.18    

Total 132 11712083.97     

 

Table 19 

AM and PM Session Passing Rates 

AM 

N = 206 
 

PM 

N = 184 

Pass Fail Pass Fail 

63% 37% 57% 43% 

 

A one-way between-groups analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) was conducted to 

compare the effectiveness of the summer program morning and afternoon attendees.  The 

independent variable was morning or afternoon attendance, and the dependent variable 

was students’ scale scores on the July administration of the English I EOC exam after the 

intervention was completed.  Participant’s scale scores on the May administration of the 

English I EOC exam were used as the covariate. 

Preliminary checks were conducted to ensure that there was no violation of the 

assumptions of normality, linearity, homogeneity of variances, homogeneity of regression 

slopes, and reliable measurement of the covariate.  After adjusting for the pre-

intervention scores (May administration of English I EOC), there was a significant 
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difference between the two groups on post-intervention scores on the July retest of the 

English I EOC, F (2, 643) = 8.251, p = .00, partial eta squared = .025 There was a strong 

relationship between morning and afternoon attendance and post-intervention scores. 

Table 20 

AM and PM Session Descriptive Statistics 

 AM 

N = 206 

PM 

N = 184 

Mean 3837.97 3711.27 

Std.  Deviation 250.32 265.56 

 

Table 21 

Ethnicity Passing Rates 

 African American  Hispanic  White 

  

Attendees 

N = 86 

Non-

attendees 

N = 64 

 

Attendees 

N = 214 

Non-

attendees 

N = 146 

 

Attendees 

N = 65 

Non-

attendees 

N = 37 

Pass 56% 42% 61% 47% 63% 51% 

Fail 44% 58& 39% 53% 37% 49% 

 

A 2 by 2 between-groups analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) was conducted to 

assess the effectiveness of the summer program on the July test scores of the ethnicity 

groups The independent variables were summer program attendance (attendee and non-

attendee) and the ethnicity groups (African American, Hispanic, and White).  The 

dependent variable was the scale scores of the July administration of the English I EOC 

exam, administered following the completion of the intervention (summer program).  
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Scores of the May administration of the English I EOC exam were used as a covariate to 

control for individual differences. 

Preliminary checks were conducted to ensure that there was no violation of the 

assumptions of normality, linearity, homogeneity of variances, homogeneity of regression 

slopes, and reliable measurement of the covariate.  After adjusting for the pre-

intervention scores (May administration of English I EOC), ethnicity did not have a 

significant effect.  These results suggest that the three different ethnic groups did not 

respond differently to summer program attendance.  Tables 22 and 23 present the 

descriptive statistics and the ANCOVA summary.  

Table 22 

Ethnicity Descriptive Statistics 

 African American  Hispanic  White 

  

Attendees 

N = 86 

Non-

attendees 

N = 64 

 

Attendees 

N = 100 

Non-

attendees 

N = 100 

 

Attendees 

N = 65 

Non-

attendees 

N = 37 

Mean 3787.7 3730.27 3793.91 3738.67 3846.86 3777.41 

Std.  

Deviation 

280.26 245.93 224.01 254.88 230.95 286.68 

Note.  The Hispanic N was reduced by computerized random selection. 

Table 23 

Ethnicity ANCOVA Summary 

Source df SS MS F p η2 

May Exam 

Score 

1 4553565.83 4553565.83 78.65 .000 .141 

Attendance 1 176317.03 176317.03 3.05 .082 .006 

Ethnicity 3 183350.77 183350.77 1.06 .368 .007 

Attendance 

x Ethnicity 

3 21481.68 7160.56 .124 .946 .001 

Error 478 27675271.04 57898.058    

Total 487 7003226587     
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Best Practice Comparison 

The last stage of exploratory analysis was to compare the summer program’s 

curriculum and instructional strategies to determine the extent to which they were aligned 

with current best practice.  Best practice standards, qualities, and instructional practices 

were outlined in chapter two and the curriculum and strategies of the summer program 

were described in detail in chapter three.  These pieces are compared in Tables 24 and 25 

to show the best practice strategies that were utilized during the summer program along 

with their frequency. 
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Table 24 

Reading Best Practice in Summer Program Curriculum 

Qualities of Best 

Practice Reading 

Best Practice 

Strategies 

Summer 

Program Day 

Description of Instruction 

Effective teachers 

help children use 

reading as a tool 

for learning 

 

Teachers should 

name and teach 

reading strategies 

directly 

Direct explicit 

comprehension 

instruction 

Day One 

 

 

 

Day Two 

 

 

Day Three 

Students inferred using “I See I 

Know and So” Charts 

 

Students “chunked” nonfiction 

passage to find meaning 

 

Teacher modeled 

deconstructing and analyzing a 

poem 

Students need a 

wide range of 

literature 

Diverse texts Day One 

 

 

Day Two 

 

 

 

Day Three 

Fiction excerpt from Charlie 

and the Chocolate Factory 

 

Nonfiction essay 

Volar: To Fly 

 

Poetry 

“Hope is the Thing with 

Feathers” 

Nonfiction 

excerpt from A Diary of Anne 

Frank 

Kids should have 

daily social 

interactions to talk 

about their reading 

Text-based 

collaborative 

learning 

Days Two and 

Three 

Class discussions 

Note.  Only the best practice qualities and strategies that were used during the program are included in this 

table. 
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Table 25 

Writing Best Practice in Summer Program Curriculum 

Qualities of Best Practice 

Writing 

Best Practice 

Instructional 

Strategies 

Summer 

Program 

Day 

Description of Instruction 

Instruction matters 

 

Students need teacher 

support in the writing 

process and learning the 

craft of writing 

Writing Strategies 

 

Study of Models 

Day One 

 

Day Three 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Day Four 

HELPing Chart 

 

Used previously written 

student essays to chunk 

and discuss 

 

Built Writer’s Toolkits 

 

Used HELPing Chart 

again 

 

Used Student Models 

again 

Pitchfork Strategy 

The complete writing 

process should be taught, 

but not as a formula 

Process Writing 

Approach 

Day One Brainstormed using the  

HELPing Chart 

Grammar and Mechanics 

are best learned in the 

context of actual writing 

Sentence 

Combining 

Day Two 

through Day 

Five 

Sentence Imitation 

Students need a 

classroom of shared 

learning 

Collaborative 

Writing 

 

Writing 

Conferences 

Day One 

 

 

Day Five 

Discussed ideas on 

HELPing charts with 

small groups and then the 

class 

Teacher-Student writing 

conferences  

Note.  Only the best practice qualities and strategies that were used during the program are included in this 

table. 
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The remainder of the summer program instructional strategies did not fit into the 

best practice categories; most would belong under the category of test preparation.  

Additionally, it should be noted that some of the strategies in Tables 24 and 25 were not a 

perfect match for best practice, but were close enough to be categorized.  For example, 

while discussion of texts fits under the standard of students participating in literacy 

communities by having students talk about what they read, it does not follow the best 

practice instructional strategy of text-based collaborative learning.   

 The results of this study’s research question indicate that the effect of the summer 

program on student test scores was statistically significant, with 60 percent of the 

attendees passing the July retest.  The results of the demographic analyses were mixed.  It 

was clear, with the statistical significance and higher passing rate, that the summer 

program had a larger effect on morning attendees.  Additionally, while the summer 

program had a marginal effect for socioeconomic students, the program did not have 

significant effects for the subgroups of the ethnicity and gender demographic groups.  In 

light of the statistical findings, it should be noted that for all of the demographic groups 

the attendees had a higher passing rate than the non-attendees.   

Additionally, the comparison of the summer program’s curriculum to best 

practice showed that some of the standards were used for reading and writing, but not all 

were a perfect match with best practice.  A more detailed summary and a discussion of 

the findings are presented in the next chapter. 

 



 

 

 

Chapter V 

Summary and Discussion 

 

 This study was conducted to examine a state-mandated summer program in Texas 

in order to determine whether the program was beneficial to high school students’ test 

scores.  This final chapter offers a summary of the study, an interpretation of the findings, 

a discussion of their relationship to previous research, the limitations of the study, and 

some recommendations for further research.   

Summary 

 The state of Texas requires districts to provide “accelerated instruction” for any 

student who fails “to perform satisfactorily on an end-of-course assessment instrument 

required for graduation” (HB5, 2013, p.  36).  This study focused on a summer program 

offered by a large suburban school district in Houston.  The goal of the program was to 

prepare students who had failed the May administration of the English I EOC exam for 

the July retest. 

The research question: Was there a significant difference between the July 

passing rates of the students who took the summer program (Group A) and the students 

who did not (Group B)? 

 This study used quantitative measures to examine the July test results for students 

who attended the summer program and students who did not but still took the July exam.  

The data was analyzed using an analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) to compare the 

difference in scores between the two groups of students (attendees and non-attendees).  
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Then the demographic subgroups were further analyzed, again using an ANCOVA to 

detect significant differences between and within the student demographic groups.   

Lastly, because the state of Texas also mandated that the summer programs “be 

based on, but not limited to, guidelines on research-based best practices and effective 

strategies” ( 19 TAC, 2010), the curriculum and instructional strategies of the summer 

program were compared to the current best practice standards for teaching reading and 

writing.   

 Analysis indicated that there was a statistically significant difference in students’ 

scores on the July retest.  Students who took the summer program had a higher average 

passing rate than their counterparts who did not.   

When exploratory analysis was conducted for each demographic group, there 

were mixed results.  Analyses were conducted on gender, session attendance, 

socioeconomic status, and ethnicity to find out if the summer program had different 

effects for different groups of students.  The effect of the morning and afternoon sessions 

was statistically significant.  It was found that students who attended the morning 

sessions had a higher July retest score mean than students in the afternoon sessions.  

Additionally socioeconomic status had a weak effect on the July retest scores, but it is 

evident through the group’s mean scores that the economically disadvantaged students 

scored higher than the overall attendee average for the July exam.   

Neither gender nor ethnicity was statistically significant, but the female student 

attendees and non-attendees both had passing means, and the white student attendees and 

non-attendees scored higher than the African American or Hispanic students groups on 
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the July retest.  It should also be noted that for all of the demographic groups the 

attendees had a higher passing rate than the non-attendees. 

Through the comparison of the summer program curriculum to best practice, it 

was found that the program used some best practice strategies, but the majority of the 

strategies that were used fell under the category of test preparation. 

Interpretation of the Findings 

The goal of this summer program was to prepare students for the July 

administration of the English I EOC.  With strong statistical significance and a 60 percent 

passing rate, the summer program appears to have made a difference.  This effect can 

also be seen when looking at the various demographic groups.  Although only one of the 

statistical tests (AM/PM) was strongly significant, the attendees in every demographic 

group had higher passing rates than the non-attendees.   

 These results indicate that a one-week summer program focused on test 

preparation, such as this one, can be beneficial in regards to retest scores.  The results 

also show that the summer program had a positive effect for some demographic groups.  

While these are positive results, it needs to be taken into consideration that 47 percent of 

the non-attendees also passed the July retest, and that there was less than a 70 point 

difference in the attendees and non-attendees mean scores.  This implies that the summer 

program had limited educational significance.  Furthermore, there are other factors that 

could have played a part in the results. 

These results could, in part, be attributed to what Freund and Hollings (2011) 

refer to as the retest effect.  When students retake exams their retest scores tend to be 

higher than previous exams, and even more so when “test coaching” is used (p.  597). 
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Additionally, field-test items are removed from summer exams.  Because of this 

the July exam contained fewer test items than the May exam.  This means that within the 

five hour time limit students taking the summer exam had an advantage of answering 

fewer test questions, and answering only questions that would count toward their final 

scores.  These factors would be a benefit for any student taking the July exam, and could 

be contributing factors in the passing rates of both the attendees and the non-attendees 

that passed the July retest. 

The comparison of the summer curriculum to best practice is also important when 

considering the results.  While the program did implement some reading and writing best 

practice strategies, the bulk of the instruction centered on test preparation.  When best 

practice instruction strategies were used, they tended to be used in pieces.  For example, 

in regard to the writing process the students were given a strategy to use for 

brainstorming, which clearly falls under best practice writing instruction, but were never 

taught the remainder of the writing process.  This combination of test preparation 

instruction coupled with some best practice strategies was successful for 60 percent of the 

summer program attendees; however, it was not successful for the 40 percent of attendees 

who failed the exam a second time.   

For these failing students, the July test score was a strong signal that they were 

indeed struggling readers and writers.  While a standardized test score should not be used 

alone to label a students as struggling (Bintz, 1993; Dennis, 2012; Franzak, 2006; Heron, 

2003; Johnston & Winograd, 1985; Rupp & Lesaux, 2006), the scores indicated that the 

40 percent of attendees who failed the July retest need more help.  If the reduction of test 

items and one week of instruction was not enough to enable these students to make a 
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passing score, their educators need to find out what can be done to help them with 

reading and writing. 

 In terms of the demographic group exploratory analyses, the results indicated that 

there was a significant difference between morning and afternoon sessions, with the 

morning students scoring higher on average than the afternoon students.  Because the 

same teachers taught both the morning and afternoon sessions and a very structured 

curriculum was provided, it can be assumed that both sessions of students received the 

same quality and type of instruction.  With this fully crossed design taken into account, 

these results suggest that students who attend summer programs in the morning will score 

higher than afternoon attendees.  These results are in conflict with prior research that 

supports the theory that students perform better in the afternoon than in the morning 

(CAREI, 1998).   

From passing rates alone, it appeared that the summer program had a positive 

effect on all demographic groups.  However, there were some groups that scored higher 

than others.  Females outscored males in both attendee and non-attendee groups and the 

white student attendees and non-attendees earned higher mean scores than the African 

American and Hispanic groups.  And while the results of socioeconomic analysis were 

only weakly significant, the largest difference in July retest means was seen for the 

economically disadvantaged students. 

The economically disadvantaged students earned a mean score (4059.44) that was 

253 points above the average for all attendees.  Additionally, the mean score for 

economically disadvantaged non-attendees who passed the exam (3920.54) was 100 

hundred points above the average passing score for all attendees.  Only 6 of the 31 
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students categorized as economically disadvantaged failed the July exam.  These results 

imply that the summer program helped these students considerably.  This also suggests 

that the gap between high socioeconomic and low socioeconomic students’ test scores 

may be changing (Blank, 2011).   

Another aspect of this study that needs to be discussed is the comparison of the 

summer curriculum to best practice.  The state of Texas mandated that, in addition to 

providing the summer program, best practice strategies were to be used in the program.  

While the curriculum did utilize some best practice strategies, most were used in pieces 

and no best practice quality or strategy was implemented in its entirety.  There could be a 

few reasons for this. 

While the state mandated that best practices should be used, there is no length 

requirement for these programs.  It is common knowledge among educators that best 

practice strategies take time to implement, and one week is not enough time for 

implementation.  Districts have to choose whether or not to teach what they can in less 

time and using less money, or to increase the length of the summer program.  Another 

consideration of increasing the length of the program is that attendance is voluntary, and 

there are many students who would elect not to attend if the program was longer (Zvoch, 

2011).  In the end many districts might choose just as this district did: less time and more 

test preparation because not only is there a lack of money to implement a longer program, 

but also because districts know that they need more students to attend in order to boost 

test scores and meet state and federal expectations. 

This program lasted for one week, was mainly test preparation, and managed to 

prepare a majority of the attendees for the summer exam.  However, students who 
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attended and failed did not gain the instruction they needed to pass the exam.  If 60/40 

results are a “realistic expectation” (Alexander et al., 2001, p.  185) for a program such as 

this, then educators should not settle for realistic.  If more students are going to be 

helped, factors such as instruction and program length will need to be reconsidered. 

Relationship to Previous Research 

Many of the interpretations of this particular study are supported by previous 

research on struggling readers and summer programs.  First, Cooper et al.  (1996, 2000) 

found that summer programs decrease learning loss for economically disadvantaged 

students and test score loss for secondary students in general.  While this study did not 

look at learning loss, a connection with the higher scores of the economically 

disadvantaged students of this study can be seen; also the results of this study support the 

finding that summer program attendance will increase student test scores in general and 

specifically those of economically disadvantaged students. 

 In addition, the results are well aligned with Raivetz and Bousquet’s 1987 study 

of a New Jersey summer program.  The biggest difference between the two programs was 

that the 1987 summer program was conducted in a high need, urban area and it was five 

weeks instead of one week.  This might suggest that when a summer program’s 

instruction is centered on test preparation, the program does not need a longer time frame.  

The students who attended for one week in this study made very similar gains on their 

retest exam as the students who attended a similar program for five weeks (Raivetz & 

Bousquet, 1987).   

 However, it has been shown that students earn higher scores when retaking an 

exam (Freund & Holling, 2011).  This could be an explanation not only for the 60 percent 
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passing rate for the attendees, but also for the 47 percent passing rate for the non-

attendees.  This comparison supports the idea that many of the students who attended the 

summer program may not have needed extra help to earn a passing score. 

This study also addressed the need for extra instruction for economically 

disadvantaged students, as did Alexander, Entwisle, & Olson (2007).  However, this 

study showed that low socioeconomic students are not always less academically inclined 

than their counterparts (Zvoch, 2011), and that the gap between high and low 

socioeconomic students’ test scores might be shifting (Blank, 2011). 

 Zvoch (2011) stated that it would take more than a failing test score to get many 

students motivated.  This could have been a factor in this study.  If students have become 

resistant to test preparation, and this program was simply a duplication of the same in-

school interventions many students find unmotivating (Moje & Tysvaer, 2010), there 

would be less motivation than if students were personally invested in passing the exam. 

When looking at instruction, Enriques (2011) points out that it needs to be 

structured adequately to increase the chance of improving a student’s literacy skills.  If 

this summer program had been able to take more time for best practice strategies in 

reading and writing, there might have been a better chance that the attendees who failed 

the July retest would have gained the extra instruction they needed and in turn been able 

to pass the July exam.  Additionally, Lesaux and Kieffer (2010) have shown that 

vocabulary is many times the cause for low test scores.  Additional instruction in 

vocabulary may have helped the students who failed the second time. 

 Additionally, Rupp and Lesaux (2006) have pointed out that diagnostic tests show 

more about a student’s reading skills than a standardized test.  A diagnostic exam has the 
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ability to pinpoint specific areas where a student needs help, and some summer programs 

that have used these exams to individualize instruction had a larger increase in test scores 

than the summer program in this study (National Center for Educational Communication, 

1971, Toledo, 1975).  For these reasons, critics of summer programs, such as Sadowski 

(2000), are concerned that these programs are promoting test taking and not learning 

achievement. 

 The implications of this study are wide ranging.  First, the summer program did 

boost students’ test scores and was also extra helpful to economically disadvantaged 

students.  However, for the students who attended and still failed the July exam, this 

study shows that more needs to be done.  If more than test preparation is needed, then the 

instruction needs to be increased in terms of best practice and time. 

Limitations of the Study 

A limitation for this study was the nonequivalent comparison groups.  The 

attendees and non-attendees were self-selected.  Additionally, the length of the program 

and curriculum was determined by the district.  Nothing about this study was manipulated 

in order to find effects; it was focused on analyzing the effects of an already existing 

summer program on test scores. 

Student enrollment in the program was not mandatory, so the researcher had no 

control over the size of the sample.  Also, some students who may have benefited from 

the program elected not to attend.  The time period also put somewhat of a constraint on 

the study; and only two test administrations could be analyzed.   

All of these factors were taken into consideration when interpreting and 

displaying the results of the analysis, but not all could be controlled. 
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Recommendations for Educators 

The results of this study will have different implications for different educators.  

Districts and administrators will probably focus on the passing rate of this study.  A 60 

percent passing rate is a positive outcome.  It indicates to districts and administrators that 

summer programs have a positive effect for many students, including students classified 

as economically disadvantaged, and can help lessen the burden of getting all students to 

pass standardized exams (Zvoch, 2001). 

 However, teachers will not stop there.  The educators in secondary English 

Language Arts classrooms know firsthand that reading and writing are complex 

processes.  Teachers also know that students who struggle with these skills need best 

practice strategies, social interactions, and monitored performance in the classroom 

(Biancarosa & Snow, 2004; Bintz, 1993; Zemelman et al., 2012; Graham & Perin, 2007), 

and if test preparation is used in isolation, many struggling students will be left behind. 

 For students, this study has mixed implications.  Although students are not 

educators, they are the recipients of everything educators provide, and their point of view 

needs to be considered.  For some students who are motivated by a failing test score and 

the fear of not graduating, this program could be what they need to gain a passing score.  

For students who are not motivated by a failing test score, this program might be 

inadequate because they need more in terms of stimulation.  Lastly, for students who 

truly are struggling with reading and writing, this program might possible be a starting 

point, but more best practice instruction and support will be needed in order for these 

students to improve their literacy skills and in turn pass standardized exams such as the 

English I EOC. 
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 The pressures of standardized testing have been put on all parties.  Due to state 

and federal mandates, test scores do need to be increased and this summer program was 

successful in doing that for 60 percent of its attendees.  However, 47 percent of non-

attendees also passed the July retest, and there was not a large difference in the groups’ 

mean scores, which shows that this summer program had limited educational 

significance. 

 Instead of focusing on test scores alone, there needs to be a combined focus.  If 

educators place the focus on improving reading and writing skills, it can be assumed that 

standardized test scores will also increase.  But if test preparation is the only focus, there 

are a lot of struggling readers and writers that will not find the help they need, though 

some students might gain just enough points on a standardized exam to graduate.  

Educators have to ask themselves if this is enough. 

Suggestions for Further Research 

Texas is not the only state that has mandated out-of-school time programs to 

advance test scores.  Many states have adopted these measures.  In response to these 

mandates, more summer programs such as this one need to be studied.  Different aspects 

of programs need to be examined such as program length and instructional strategies.  

While this study’s results were relegated to student test scores and curriculum, additional 

aspects of summer programs need to be examined before it can be known what exactly 

makes programs such as this one successful for some students, and what can be improved 

to increase the level of success for all students.  Additionally, in terms of demographic 

groups, more time needs to be invested in studying and understanding why certain 
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programs are largely beneficial for some and only marginally beneficial for other groups 

of students.   

Furthermore, summer interventions that contain research-supported qualities need 

to be implemented and studied.  For example, research supports that students should not 

be classified according to standardized test scores (Bintz, 1993; Dennis, 2012; Franzak, 

2006; Heron, 2003; Johnston & Winograd, 1985; Rupp & Lesaux, 2006), and that 

diagnostic tests tell educators much more about students and what they need in terms of 

literacy instruction (Rupp & Lesaux, 2006).  As previous studies will support, 

individualized instruction has had success in summer programs (National Center for 

Educational Communication, 1971; Toledo, 1975).  While diagnostic exams are in 

widespread use in the primary grade levels, they need to be tried at the secondary level, 

and summer programs are a good place to study the effects of individualized instruction. 

 In the end, summer programs rooted in test preparation need to be examined more 

fully.  The common goal for all educators is for students to be successful, and to make 

this happen there are still unknowns that need to be answered in regards to summer 

programs.  Is it possible to reach all students through combined test preparation and best 

practice strategies? Can districts find the money and the time to implement longer 

programs? Many more programs need to be implemented and studied before educators 

will be able to answer these questions. 
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English I Writing Expository Prompt 

 

Read the following quotation. 
 

 

 

 

Taking a risk means acting without knowing whether the outcome will be 

good.  Think carefully about this statement. 

 

Write an essay explaining why it is sometimes necessary to take a 

chance.  Be sure to — 
• clearly state your thesis 

• organize and develop your ideas effectively 

• choose your words carefully 

• edit your writing for grammar, mechanics, and spelling 
 

 

 

 

Figure A1.  English I Expository Prompt 

  

Take risks.  Ask big questions.  Don’t be afraid 

to make mistakes; if you don’t make mistakes, 

you’re not reaching far enough. 

—David Packard, co-founder of Hewlett-

Packard 
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Score Point 1 

The essay represents a very limited writing performance. 

Organization/Progression 

 The organizing structure of the essay is inappropriate to the purpose or the 

specific demands of the prompt.  The writer uses organizational strategies  that are 

only marginally suited to the explanatory task, or they are inappropriate or not 

evident at all.  The absence of a functional organizational structure causes the 

essay to lack clarity and direction. 

 

 Most ideas are generally related to the topic specified in the prompt, but the thesis 

statement is missing, unclear, or illogical.  The writer may fail to maintain focus 

on the topic, may include extraneous information, or may shift abruptly from idea 

to idea, weakening the coherence of the essay. 

 

 The writer’s progression of ideas is weak.  Repetition or wordiness sometimes 

causes serious disruptions in the flow of the essay.  At other times the lack of 

transitions and sentence-to-sentence connections causes the writer to present ideas 

in a random or illogical way, making one or more parts of the essay unclear or 

difficult to follow. 

 

Development of Ideas 

 The development of ideas is weak.  The essay is ineffective because the writer uses 

details and examples that are inappropriate, vague, or insufficient. 

 

 The essay is insubstantial because the writer’s response to the prompt is vague or 

confused.  In some cases, the essay as a whole is only weakly linked to the prompt.  

In other cases, the writer develops the essay in a manner that demonstrates a lack 

of understanding of the expository writing task. 

 

Use of Language/Conventions 

 The writer’s word choice may be vague or limited.  It reflects little or no 

awareness of the expository purpose and does not establish a tone appropriate to 

the task.  The word choice may impede the quality and clarity of the essay. 

 

 Sentences are simplistic, awkward, or uncontrolled, significantly limiting the 

effectiveness of the essay. 

 The writer has little or no command of sentence boundaries and spelling, 

capitalization, punctuation, grammar, and usage conventions.  Serious and 

persistent errors create disruptions in the fluency of the writing and sometimes 

interfere with meaning. 
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Score Point 2 

The essay represents a basic writing performance. 

Organization/Progression 

 The organizing structure of the essay is evident but may not always be appropriate 

to the purpose or the specific demands of the prompt.  The essay is not always 

clear because the writer uses organizational strategies that are only somewhat 

suited to the expository task. 

 

 Most ideas are generally related to the topic specified in the prompt, but the 

writer’s thesis statement is weak or somewhat unclear.  The lack of an effective 

thesis or the writer’s inclusion of irrelevant information interferes with the focus 

and coherence of the essay. 

 

 The writer’s progression of ideas is not always logical and controlled.  

Sometimes repetition or wordiness causes minor disruptions in the flow of the 

essay.  At other times transitions and sentence-to-sentence connections are too 

perfunctory or weak to support the flow of the essay or show the relationships 

among ideas. 

 

Development of Ideas 

 The development of ideas is minimal.  The essay is superficial because the writer 

uses details and examples that are not always appropriate or are too briefly or 

partially presented. 

 

 The essay reflects little or no thoughtfulness.  The writer’s response to the 

prompt is sometimes formulaic.  The writer develops the essay in a manner that 

demonstrates only a limited understanding of the expository writing task. 

 

Use of Language/Conventions 

 The writer’s word choice may be general or imprecise.  It reflects a basic 

awareness of the expository purpose but does little to establish a tone 

appropriate to the task.  The word choice may not contribute to the quality and 

clarity of the essay. 

 

 Sentences are awkward or only somewhat controlled, weakening the 

effectiveness of the essay. 

 

 The writer demonstrates a partial command of sentence boundaries and spelling, 

capitalization, punctuation, grammar, and usage conventions.  Some distracting 

errors may be evident, at times creating minor disruptions in the fluency or 

meaning of the writing. 
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Score Point 3 

The essay represents a satisfactory writing performance. 

Organization/Progression 

 The organizing structure of the essay is, for the most part, appropriate to the 

purpose and responsive to the specific demands of the prompt.  The essay is clear 

because the writer uses organizational strategies that are adequately suited to the 

expository task. 

 

 The writer establishes a clear thesis statement.  Most ideas are related to the thesis 

and are focused on the topic specified in the prompt.  The essay is coherent, 

though it may not always be unified due to minor lapses in focus. 

 

 The writer’s progression of ideas is generally logical and controlled.  For the most 

part, transitions are meaningful, and sentence-to-sentence connections are 

sufficient to support the flow of the essay and show the relationships among 

ideas. 

 

Development of Ideas 

 The development of ideas is sufficient because the writer uses details and 

examples that are specific and appropriate, adding some substance to the essay. 

 

 The essay reflects some thoughtfulness.  The writer’s response to the prompt is 

original rather than formulaic.  The writer develops the essay in a manner that 

demonstrates a good understanding of the expository writing task. 

 

Use of Language/Conventions 

 The writer’s word choice is, for the most part, clear and specific.  It reflects an 

awareness of the expository purpose and establishes a tone appropriate to  the task.  

The word choice usually contributes to the quality and clarity of the essay. 

 

 Sentences are varied and adequately controlled, for the most part 

contributing to the effectiveness of the essay. 

 

 The writer demonstrates an adequate command of sentence boundaries and 

spelling, capitalization, punctuation, grammar, and usage conventions.  Although 

some errors may be evident, they create few (if any) disruptions in the fluency of 

the writing, and they do not affect the clarity of the essay. 
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Score Point 4 

The essay represents an accomplished writing performance. 

Organization/Progression 

 The organizing structure of the essay is clearly appropriate to the purpose and 

responsive to the specific demands of the prompt.  The essay is skillfully crafted 

because the writer uses organizational strategies that are particularly well suited to 

the expository task. 

 

 The writer establishes a clear thesis statement.  All ideas are strongly related to 

the thesis and are focused on the topic specified in the prompt.  By sustaining this 

focus, the writer is able to create an essay that is unified and coherent. 

 

 The writer’s progression of ideas is logical and well controlled.  Meaningful 

transitions and strong sentence-to-sentence connections enhance the flow of the 

essay by clearly showing the relationships among ideas, making the writer’s train 

of thought easy to follow. 

 

Development of Ideas 
 The development of ideas is effective because the writer uses details and 

examples that are specific and well chosen, adding substance to the essay. 

 

 The essay is thoughtful and engaging.  The writer may choose to use his/her 

unique experiences or view of the world as a basis for writing or to connect ideas 

in interesting ways.  The writer develops the essay in a manner that demonstrates 

a thorough understanding of the expository writing task. 

 

Use of Language/Conventions 

 The writer’s word choice is purposeful and precise.  It reflects a keen awareness of 

the expository purpose and maintains a tone appropriate to the task.  The word 

choice strongly contributes to the quality and clarity of the essay. 

 

 Sentences are purposeful, varied, and well controlled, enhancing the 

effectiveness of the essay. 

 The writer demonstrates a consistent command of sentence boundaries and 

spelling, capitalization, punctuation, grammar, and usage conventions.  Although 

minor errors may be evident, they do not detract from the fluency of the writing 

or the clarity of the essay.  The overall strength of the conventions contributes to 

the effectiveness of the essay. 

 

Figure A2.  English I Expository Writing Rubric   
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Figure A3.  English I Expository Student Sample: Score Point 1 
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Figure B4.  English I Expository Student Sample: Score Point 2 
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Figure B5.  English I Expository Student Sample: Score Point 3 
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Figure B6.  English I Expository Student Sample: Score Point 4 
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