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Abstract 

Children who are not reading by the end of first grade have a substantial chance 

of never becoming proficient readers.  The challenging decision for school administrators 

is to select a literacy program in which the needs of all students are addressed and in 

which sustained reading success will occur.  Therefore, the purpose of this study was to 

investigate differences of two instructional programs, guided reading and direct 

instruction, on the fluency and comprehension outcomes of first grade students. 

A quantitative research design was utilized to determine the impact of each 

reading program.  In this quasi-experimental investigation, a nonequivalent group design 

was used.  The sample consisted of first grade students in regular education classrooms 

from two elementary schools in a large urban school district.  The outcomes were 

measured using the Texas Primary Reading Inventory (TPRI).  To determine whether 

statistically significant differences were present, paired samples t-tests were conducted 

between the beginning-of-year stories and the end-of-year stories for each school.  The 

findings of this study revealed that statistically significant improvements were achieved 

in comprehension and fluency in both reading programs.
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CHAPTER 1 

Introduction 

One of the most important challenges facing educators today is educating children 

who struggle to read.  Numerous researchers have documented that children who are not 

reading by the end of first grade have a substantial chance of never becoming proficient 

readers.  The primary years are critical to the development of vocabulary and language 

skills (The Beginning reading instruction study, 1993).  Improving reading is a core 

component of the reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act – No 

Child Left Behind Legislation (2001).  The No Child Left Behind Act underlines the 

federal government’s pledge to develop proficient readers by the third grade through the 

use of research-based reading practices in the early grade levels (Nelson, Benner, & 

Gonzalez, 2003).  The expected outcome from this approach is to reduce or eliminate the 

number of students needing remedial reading assistance due to their exposure to 

ineffective reading instruction (Nelson et al., 2003). 

In the State of Texas, a strong emphasis has been placed on improving the early 

reading development of children.  Despite this emphasis, major achievement gaps are 

evident among minority and low socioeconomic students.  Large numbers of students in 

urban schools are reaching upper grade levels unable to understand grade-appropriate 

materials (Lyon & National Inst. of Child Health and Human Development, 1998).  The 

magnitude of this problem causes innumerable challenges that result in increasing high 

school dropout rates (Honig, 1997).  In 1985, the U.S. Department of Education’s report, 

Becoming a Nation of Readers: Report to the Commission on Reading stated: 

Reading is important for the society as well as the individual. Economics 

research has established that schooling is an investment that forms human 
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capital that is, knowledge, skill, and problem-solving ability that have 

enduring value.  While a country receives a good return on investment in 

education at all levels from nursery school and kindergarten through 

college, the research reveals that the returns are the highest from the early 

years of schooling when children are first learning to read. (p. 12) 

Stein (1993) stated that competent reading skills are essential in most facets of 

life.  To be a contributing member to society, individuals need to be able to read and 

comprehend (Stein, Office of Educational Research and Improvement, & And Others, 

1993).  An individual’s social and academic standing is dependent on the ability to 

process written words effectively (Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998).  Moreover, the 

inability to read places children’s futures and lives at risk for harmful outcomes by 

limiting occupational and academic success (Lyon & Moats, 1997).  However, today’s 

classrooms are characterized by academic diversity.  Students entering school for the first 

time have a wide range of literary experiences and readiness levels (Fountas, 1996). 

Some students have had a strong literary foundation established by parents or care-givers 

whereas other students have had little opportunity to interact with text.  In addition, 

students who come from poverty or have limited English proficiency have greater 

difficulties learning to read (Emerging Literacy, 1989).  Educators must embrace the 

responsibility that all children, regardless of background and readiness levels, must be 

given early opportunities to become competent readers.  

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 

Students will continue to leave elementary school unprepared for the literacy 

demands of middle and high schools unless strong, timely interventions are made available 

during the early stages of literacy development (Torgesen, 2002).  Reading is a challenging 
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task that depends on many processes for successful comprehension.  A good reader must 

develop specific tools in order for meaning to be derived (Schellings, Aarnoutse, & Van 

Leeuwe, 2006).  Reading comprehension happens when students are phonemically aware, 

decode, read fluently, and utilize multiple comprehension strategies (Schellings et al., 2006).  

Stated in the 1997 Texas Reading Initiative report titled Research-Based Content Area 

Reading Instruction was: 

Research-based programs for beginning reading instruction provide 

comprehensive, well-organized instructional plans and practice 

opportunities that permit all children to make sense of reading.  Some 

children begin school with a well-developed understanding of many 

aspects of reading and become accomplished readers with minimal 

instruction.  Other children need a great deal of careful and meaningful 

instruction to become accomplished readers.  A teacher’s task is to find 

out what students do understand, what they need to learn, and what needs 

to be provided in the classroom. (p. 4) 

Children begin schooling with a vast array of cognitive abilities, literacy readiness, 

and language and social development (Al Otaiba, 2002).  Assessing reading abilities at the 

primary grade levels is essential for early diagnosis and the prevention of reading 

problems (Stein et al., 1993).  This early detection coupled with research-based reading 

programs, differentiated instruction, and small group intervention is critical in eliminating 

reading deficiencies (Calhoon, 2005).  The majority of reading programs will result in 

degrees of student growth but none have been classified as completely successful.  Ryder, 

Tunmer, and Greaney (2008) stated that the most effective method to addressing the literacy 

development needs of early learners was to utilize a differentiated approach that integrates 
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multiple, research-based instructional strategies.  The challenging decision for instructional 

leaders and early literacy teachers is to select a literacy program that meets of students and 

will result in sustained reading success (Fountas, 1996).  

In the Becoming a Nation of Readers report numerous research studies were analyzed 

about the components of reading instruction.  From this study the following five assertions 

regarding effective reading instruction were compiled: 

1. Reading is a constructive process. 

2. Reading must be fluent 

3. Reading must be strategic. 

4. Reading requires motivation. 

5. Reading is a continuously developing skill. (pp. 9-18) 

Concluded in the report was that the evaluation of the quality of reading programs 

should be rooted in the degree of student achievement rates and calls for reading 

programs that have a proper balance of the above statements in addition to a structure that 

allows for the differentiation of instruction. 

The intense need for the identification and implementation of effective reading 

programs has heightened the importance of quality leadership in the area of literacy 

(Murphy, 2004).  In the research literature on educational leadership, the importance of 

the principal as instructional leader is emphasized.  However, rarely addressed in the 

research literature is the need for the principal to be a literacy leader (Dowell, Bickmore, & 

Hoewing, 2012).  Dowell et al. (2012) stated that the skills and knowledge necessary for 

effective literacy leadership are an important subset of instructional leadership that provide a 

framework that transcends all areas of leading for learning.  The role of a literacy leader is 

necessary at all levels but is essential at the elementary level (Booth & Rowsell, 2007). 
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To become literacy leaders of their sites, elementary principals need specific 

literacy knowledge, addressing the skills needed to assume the role of the 

literacy leader.  Literacy leaders then, use this understanding to lead literacy 

professionals; including teachers, instructional coaches, and para-

professionals they supervise. (Dowell et al., 2012, p. 7) 

Booth and Roswell (2007) concluded that high student outcomes in the area of early 

reading development are directly correlated to effective instructional leadership.  

Instructional leaders who are considered to be efficacious literacy leaders are those 

individuals who have set a priority on literacy by developing an understanding of effective 

instructional strategies in reading, supporting teacher development, acquiring appropriately-

leveled resources, and evaluating program effectiveness. 

The school district in which this study takes place has attempted to face the challenge 

of early reading program identification by narrowing its literacy instruction into a singular 

program - Guided Reading.  Traditionally, this school district has given each building 

principal the discretion to choose the early literacy program that he/she feels best suits the 

needs of students.  However, this attempt to unify literacy instruction has come with much 

contention from building leaders and teachers who favor the direct instruction program. 

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

The foundation of this proposed study acknowledges the critical need for the 

identification of early literacy programs that produce the reading skills that are necessary to 

establish a basis for future academic success.  Multitudes of reading programs are available 

to address the needs of early readers.  A critical task for literacy leaders is to discern the 

effectiveness of these programs. 
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Zimmerman (2008) stated that elementary principals must have a general knowledge 

of all contents areas, however many principals are lacking the in-depth knowledge of the 

elements of quality reading instruction to be considered literacy leaders.  This researcher 

sought to become a resource for the expansion of instructional leaders’ knowledge of literacy 

by identifying and describing key factors that are essential to early reading success.  This 

study provides a framework for instructional leaders to apply this knowledge in the 

evaluation of early reading programs.  More specifically, the purpose of this study was to 

determine the differences in the comprehension and fluency outcomes of first grade students 

in the guided reading program and of first grade students in the direct instruction reading 

program.  In this investigation, an attempt will be made to ascertain the program that contains 

the differentiated structure in which the varied reading abilities and learning styles of 

students are best addressed. 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

The following research questions were addressed in this investigation: 

Research Question One: What is the difference in comprehension gains as measured by the 

TPRI for first grade students taught using the guided reading program as compared to 

students taught using the direct instruction program? 

Research Question Two: What is the difference in fluency gains as measured by the TPRI for 

first grade students taught using the guided reading program as compared to students taught 

using the direct instruction program? 

OVERVIEW OF METHODOLOGY 

A quantitative approach to determine the difference that each instructional program 

had on reading achievement was utilized.  The outcomes used to determine the difference in 

outcomes of the two instructional programs will be measured by the Texas Primary Reading 
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Inventory (TPRI).  In this quasi-experimental investigation, a nonequivalent group design 

was used.  Students were not randomly selected and were heterogeneously grouped by the 

administration of each school.  The sample consisted of first grade students in regular 

education classrooms from two elementary schools in a large school district with a diverse 

and economically disadvantaged student population in Houston, Texas.  One school (School 

A) used the guided reading program and the other school (School B) used the direct 

instruction program.  The independent variables were two the literacy programs and the 

dependent variables were the reading comprehension and fluency outcomes.  The 

demographic characteristics at each of the schools were determined to be comparable using 

descriptive statistics. 

SIGNIFICANCE OF STUDY 

The No Child Left Behind Act mandates that all children must be reading 

successfully at grade-level standards by third grade.  The diverse readiness levels of early 

readers make this mandate a formidable mission.  Effective early reading instruction is 

crucial to struggling readers.  The following statement by Lyon and the National Institute of 

Child Health and Human Development (1998) embodies the significance of this study: 

By the end of the first grade, we begin to notice substantial decreases in the 

children’s self-esteem, self-concept, and motivation to learn to read if they 

have not been able to master reading skills and keep up with their classmates.  

As we follow the children through elementary and middle-school grades these 

problems compound and in many cases very bright youngsters are unable to 

learn the wonders of science, mathematics, literature and the like because 

they cannot read grade-level textbooks.  By high school, these children’s 

potential for entering college has decreased to almost nil, with few choices 
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available to them with respect to occupational and vocational opportunities. 

(p. 4) 

Multitudes of reading programs are available to address the needs of early readers. 

The critical question is how to discern the effectiveness of these programs.  This study 

provides a framework for the evaluation of early reading programs.  This study will be 

beneficial for parents, teachers, and administrators who are faced with this challenge.  More 

specially, this study will positively influence the reading instructional program selection for 

the district in which this study takes place.  By analyzing the difference in comprehension 

and fluency outcomes for first grade students who have been instructed in the guided reading 

program compared to the direct instruct program, district leaders will be able to determine the 

literacy program that best meets students’ learning needs and provides the greatest 

opportunities for sustainable reading success.  

DEFINITION OF TERMS 

Guided Reading – A teaching approach designed to help individual students learn how 

to process a variety of increasingly challenging texts with understanding and fluency 

(Fountas, 2001).  

Direct Instruction – A rigorously scripted method for teaching that is rapidly sequences 

focused skill development.  This method is based on structure, content, and 

teacher/student interaction (Slocum, 2004). 

Fluency - The level of reading proficiency at which text can be read effortlessly, 

smoothly, and automatically understood (LaBerge & Samuels, 1974). 

Comprehension - A reader’s ability to understand and respond correctly to written text 

(Fountas, 1996).  
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Differentiated Instruction - An organized, proactive, and flexible way of adjusting 

teaching and learning to meet the students’ array of learning needs, while helping them 

achieve maximum academic growth (Tomlinson & Association for Supervision and 

Curriculum Development, 1999). 

Automaticity – Fast, accurate, and effortless word identification at the single word level 

(Hook, Macaruso, & Jones, 2001). 

Prosody – The rhythm, intonation, and phrasing of oral reading (Hook et al., 2001). 

Decoding – The process of utilizing multiple strategies when encountering an unknown 

word in text (Fountas, 2001). 

LIMITATIONS 

1. Only first grade students at one large urban school district will be 

studied.  The study will be limited to two elementary schools. 

2. Control over the placement of students will be limited to the practices 

of the administrators at each of the selected schools in this study.  

Practices for placing students include random placement, ability 

grouping, student needs/teacher strengths, and special populations.  

3. The instructional styles, experiences, and past training of the 

participating teachers will not able to be controlled.  

4. The assessment tool will be limited to the Texas Primary Reading 

Inventory. 

5. Control over assessment procedures will be limited to the 

organizational structure of the participating schools.  



 

 

CHAPTER 2 

Literature Review 

Many factors must be considered when evaluating the effectiveness of educational 

programs.  Selection of early reading programs that produce positive levels of student 

outcomes is imperative.  This chapter includes reviews of literature that relate to critical 

components of reading instruction; fluency, comprehension, and differentiation.  Also 

discussed in this chapter are descriptions, rationales, and limitations for the two reading 

programs being analyzed - guided reading and direct instruction. 

FLUENCY 

Reading fluency is defined as the level of reading proficiency at which text can be 

read effortlessly, smoothly, and automatically understood (LaBerge & Samuels, 1974).  

Reading fluency has historically been an overlooked element of reading instruction.  As a 

result most early literacy teachers lack the knowledge of effective instructional methods 

to improve the reading fluency of their students.  According to the 2002 National 

Assessment of Education Progress Oral Reading Study, only 61% of the fourth grade 

students in the United States are considered fluent readers.  Manzo (2005) explained that 

results from such studies have been an impetus to an increased focus on reading fluency 

instruction in recent years. 

A standard practice in early literacy classrooms is to compare reading fluency 

scores to established norms or expectations.  Tindal and Hasbrouck (2006) stated that 

norms for reading fluency were developed at the national level in 2005.  These national 

norms were developed to calibrate standards for educators to identify students in need of 

targeted reading assistance.  In turn, most states have incorporated expectations for 

reading fluency into their reading standards (Tindal & Hasbrouck, 2006).  In the State of 
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Texas, the Texas Essential Elements of Knowledge and Skills (TEKS) define the set of 

skills that are essential for children to master in all subject areas and grade levels.  For 

example, in the area of English Language Arts (ELA), the TEKS provide specific 

standards for reading fluency.  The Grade 1 ELA TEKS state: 

The student reads with fluency and understanding in texts at appropriate 

difficulty levels. The student is expected to: 

(A) read regularly in independent-level materials (texts in which no more 

than approximately 1 in 20 words is difficult for the reader) (1); 

(B) read regularly in instructional-level materials that are challenging but 

manageable (texts in which no more than approximately 1 in 10 words is 

difficult for the reader; a "typical" first grader reads approximately 60 

wpm) 

(C) read orally from familiar texts with fluency (accuracy, expression, 

appropriate phrasing, and attention to punctuation) (1); and 

(D) self-select independent level reading such as by drawing on personal 

interest, by relying on knowledge of authors and different types of texts, 

and/or by estimating text difficulty (1-3). (TEKS, 1998) 

The TEKS not only establish fluency norms in Texas but also indicate a 

relationship between reading fluency and comprehension.  Fluency is the bridge that 

connects word identification to successful reading comprehension (Anonymous, 2009).  

A reader’s fluency rate is often considered a determining factor in assessing the ability to 

read (National Center for Education Statistics, 1995).  Hook et al. (2001) explained that 

difficulties in word recognition greatly affect readers’ ability to comprehend what they 
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are reading.  Even slight challenges in word identification disrupt a reader’s ability to 

infer and generalize meaning from text, decreases speed of reading. and results in the 

need for rereading (Hook et al., 2001).  Thus, the development of automaticity is critical.  

Two major components exist that define fluency’s impact on reading, automaticity and 

prosody.  Automaticity is defined as the speed, effortlessness, and lack of conscience 

awareness at the single word level (Kuhn, Schwanenflugel, Meisinger, Levy, & Rasinski, 

2010).  Automaticity happens when a reader is able to process a high level of automatic 

information to derive meaning from text (LaBerge & Samuels, 1974).  Reading is a 

complex process of identifying and connecting symbols, letters, letter combinations, 

sounds and words.  If a reader’s attention is focused on decoding letters and words, 

meaning will not be derived from the text.  Therefore, automaticity is critical to building 

fluency and comprehension rates (Doehring, 1976).  Fluency also incorporates prosody. 

Prosody is defined as the ability to include appropriate rhythm, stress, and intonation 

while reading orally at the extended text levels (Hook et al., 2001).  Readers may have 

the ability to recognize familiar words and read at an acceptable grade-appropriate rate, 

however, oral reading does not sound natural and fluency is not achieved because they do 

not read with expression or prosody (Osborn, Lehr, & Pacific Resources for Education 

and Learning, 2003). 

Farstrup and Samuels (2002) determined that beginning readers have a keen sense 

of their own ability to read fluently.  Fluency development has a substantial effect on a 

reader’s self-image and can adversely impact a child’s motivation to be an independent 

reader (Farstrup & Samuels, 2002).  Early readers who lack the ability to read fluently at 

an age-appropriate rate will have comprehension problems as they matriculate to new 
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grade levels with increased reading standards.  Additionally, comprehension difficulties 

are magnified as students are exposed to text from multiple subject matters (Rasinski, 

Rikli, & Johnston, 2009).  Struggling readers begin to face the reality that they are 

working much harder to complete assignments than their peers.  This sense of deficiency 

is a prime factor in fostering low self-esteem and lack of motivation to read (Rasinski et 

al., 2009).  Fluency is developed through exposure and practice (Rasinski et al., 2009).  

Consequently, the lack of motivation will lead to an absence of reading practice.  When 

practice is consistently avoided, fluency will be adversely impacted as well as 

comprehension and word acquisition (Frantantoni, 1999).  Readers who have limited 

reading practice will have a have slower development of vocabulary knowledge that 

inhibits further growth in reading.  Furthermore, children with inadequate vocabularies 

will read slowly, read without enjoyment, and ultimately read less.  Conversely, children 

who read well and who have good vocabularies will read more, learn more word 

meanings, and be more fluent readers and continue to comprehend even better 

(Stanovich, 1986).  

COMPREHENSION 

Fountas and Pinnel (1996) defined comprehension as a reader’s ability to 

understand and respond correctly to written text.  Harris, Hodges, and the International 

Reading Association (1995) viewed comprehension as being the exchange between the 

text and the reader that results in purposeful thinking.  Comprehension is a challenging 

cognitive process that requires the use of many strategies for the reader to develop a 

deliberate understanding of the written text (Fountas, 2006).  The process to construct 

understanding from text is made available to students through the tools teachers provide 



14 

 

them (Fountas, 1996).  A reader’s capacity to comprehend is impacted by fluency, 

interest, prior knowledge, and purpose for reading (Shanker & Ekwall, 1998).  Most 

educators agree that good comprehension results from the reader’s capacity to obtain and 

utilize these necessary strategies for meaningful interaction with text (Hillman, 2002).  

When educational leaders are considering reading program selection, three key 

tenets have been identified through the research on comprehension skills that must be 

incorporated into the program (Report of the National Reading Panel, 2000).  

 Vocabulary development and instruction is an essential element in the 

process of comprehension.  

 Comprehension requires an active and interactive process that includes 

strategic and intentional interaction between the reader and the text. 

 The ability of teachers to equip students with the strategies to apply 

during the interaction with text enhances comprehension achievement. 

Vocabulary knowledge and metacognition are essential so that students have the 

ability to process and comprehend what has been read (Boulware-Gooden, Carreker, 

Thornhill, & Joshi, 2007).  As young children begin to read new words encountered in 

text, the new word becomes processed into the oral vocabulary.  Once a word in is an 

active part of a reader’s oral vocabulary, letter sound identification and word 

comprehension in text is enhanced (Report of the National Reading Panel, 2000). 

The NPR Report (2000) identified five key methods for teaching vocabulary that 

bridges the development oral vocabulary and reading vocabulary: 

1. Explicit Instruction: Students are given definitions or other attributes 

of words to be learned. 



15 

 

2. Implicit Instruction: Students are exposed to words or given 

opportunities to do a great deal of reading. 

3. Multimedia Methods: Vocabulary is taught by going beyond text to 

include other media such as graphic representations, hypertext, or 

American Sign Language that uses a haptic medium. 

4. Capacity Method: Practice is emphasized to increase capacity through 

reading automatic. 

5. Association Methods: Learners are encouraged to draw connections 

between what they do know and words they encounter. (pp. 3-4). 

Teachers have numerous opportunities each day to provide the above strategies 

for rich vocabulary instruction.  The development of vocabulary knowledge should occur 

both implicitly and explicitly primarily through extensive cross-curricular reading.  The 

development of vocabulary is much more comprehensive when text and oral language 

development are balanced (Fountas, 2006).  Fountas (2006) stated that “specific teaching 

within each reading context will help readers learn how to learn word meaning and build 

a rich bank of known words” (p. 543).  An extensive vocabulary is an important 

contributor to comprehension success (Barton & Sawyer, 2003). 

Allington (2006) determined that comprehension instruction must be taught as 

students begin to read and that the development of fluency and reading strategies are 

critical for improving comprehension.  However, reading comprehension is a complex 

process that cannot be dependent on singular instructional strategies (Barton & Sawyer, 

2003).  Barton and Sawyer (2003) outlined six strategies that should be utilized to 

develop a student’s ability to interact and comprehend text: 
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1. Repeated exposure to a variety of texts 

2. Reader/Text connections 

3. Focused student response 

4. Direct instruction using comprehension strategies 

5. Visual Structures 

6. Metacognition-Awareness of the process (p. 335) 

Barton and Sawyer (2003) suggested that due to the wide variety of written texts 

and student needs, a blended approach to teaching reading comprehension is necessary.  

The creativity of a teacher to adapt the above strategies to address the learning needs of 

his/her students is important.  The authors provided examples of ways to address many 

learning modalities through creative instructional graphic organizers such as story circles, 

sematic webs, character continuums, and life lesson charts. 

Instruction of reading comprehension must be intentional and explicit.  The 

process for the development of eclectic and effective comprehension tools is reliant upon 

instructional assistance.  Teachers must have the appropriate instructional resources to 

assist them in modeling and demonstrating a variety of strategies and allow students to 

apply the strategies consistently (Allington, 2006).  Students should be encouraged to 

self-direct their literacy development in the selection of effective strategies and reading 

materials.  Self-directed learning has been documented to increase motivation for reading 

and subsequently improve reading comprehension (Biancarosa, 2005).  Comprehension 

strategies should be taught in all content areas so that students are exposed to diverse 

literature (Center for the Improvement of Early Reading Achievement & National 

Education Association of the United States, 2003).  Students should also engage in open-
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ended reading-writing connections that require them to demonstrate higher levels of 

thinking when articulating meaning from text (Biancarosa, 2005).  In addition to having 

effective comprehension tools, Fountas and Pinnell (2001) stressed that teachers must 

have the capacity to respond appropriately and strategically to the needs of students as 

they read.  For this expectation to be achieved, teachers must be fully aware of the skills 

students must achieve and have the flexibility to adapt their instructional practices to the 

literary needs of their students (Report of the National Reading Panel, 2000).  The 

National Reading Panel addressed the implications of teacher preparation in the area of 

reading comprehension. 

Teachers need training to be become effective in explaining fully what it is 

they are teaching to their students (what to do, why, how, and when), 

modeling their own thinking processes for their students, encouraging 

students to ask questions and discuss possible answers and problem 

solutions among themselves, and keeping students engaged in their 

reading by providing tasks that demand active involvement. (2000, pp. 4-

8) 

Strategic and formative assessment is a fundamental element of comprehension 

development.  Fountas and Pinnell (2006) encouraged teachers to use running records to 

indicate the quality of a student’s ability to comprehend what he/she has read.  Running 

records assess indicators that provide guidelines that assist teachers in determining their 

students’ ability to comprehend text.  The important student actions that indicate effective 

comprehension provided are: 
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 noticing and correcting errors, 

 working through difficulty, 

 initiating problem solving, 

 searching for and using information, 

 solving words in a variety of ways, and 

 using language structure as a support for and a check on word solving. 

(Fountas & Pinnell, 2006, p. 95) 

Fountas and Pinnell (2001) have the following additional perspectives on 

assessing comprehension: 

Comprehension is best revealed in the conversations you have every day 

with students about what they read. Within the natural flow of a reading 

conference or a group conversation, you can ask questions, offer and elicit 

responses, and talk over the material. Analyze their responses to be sure 

they understand. Keep anecdotal records during reading conferences as 

ongoing evidence. (p. 493) 

An important understanding regarding the assessment of comprehension is that 

the construction of meaning is not something that happens after reading (Fountas, 2006).  

Fountas (2001) described comprehension as the process of thinking and the development 

of understanding before, during and after reading.  It is imperative that teachers provide 

students the tools to navigate this process.  If understanding is not established, then 

effective reading is not happening (Fountas, 2001).  
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STRUGGLING READERS 

Torgesen (2002) defined the ability to read as “the ability to acquire the skills and 

knowledge necessary to comprehend printed material at a level that is consistent with the 

general verbal ability or language comprehension skills.” (p. 10).  Two aspects of a 

child’s cognitive ability, verbal ability and language knowledge, are recognized in this 

statement as constituting essential components to the development of literacy success.  

Strict state accountability standards that mandate on-grade level performance in the first 

grade assume that all children have average verbal and language development exiting 

kindergarten (Torgesen, 2002).  The reality in our schools today is that children enter 

school representing a wide range of backgrounds and experiences.  Gellerman, (1949) 

concluded that students who come with limited experiences that involve basic language 

exchange will certainly begin school with inadequate skills for effective reading 

development.  Individual differences among students in verbal knowledge and reasoning 

skills become an increasingly important factor explaining differences in reading 

performance. (Torgesen, 2002).  McCardle, Scarborough, and Catts (2001) stated “In 

recent years, it has become clear that the process of learning to read does not begin when 

a child enters school, but instead starts very early in the preschool period” (p. 230).  To 

accentuate the importance of early literacy experiences, McCardle et al. (2001) developed 

the following assertions: 

 Preschoolers’ language and literacy skills serve as reliable indicators of 

future reading success. 

 The relationship between pre-school development and later achievement 

can be indicators for major causes of reading disabilities. (p. 230) 
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Reading is a multifaceted skill that is dependent on early developmental attributes 

but is also gradually developed over years of instruction and practice (Torgesen, 2002).  

To understand the attributes of struggling readers, teachers must have a deep 

understanding of the complex process a skilled reader must obtain (Fitzharris, Jones, & 

Crawford, 2008).  McCardle et al. (2001) determined that early readers must acquire two 

sets of skills that are often taught separately but must be utilized collaboratively in the 

process of reading: 

First in order to recognize printed words, children need to become aware 

that spoken words are composed of smaller elements of speech 

(phonological awareness); to grasp the idea that letters represent these 

sounds (the alphabetic principal); to learn the many systematic 

correspondences between sounds and spellings (decoding); and to acquire 

a repertoire of highly familiar words that can be recognized on sight.  

Second, to acquire strong reading comprehension skills, they must develop 

the necessary storehouse of knowledge to understand the messages 

conveyed by connected text.  This includes background knowledge of 

facts and concepts; a broad and deep vocabulary; familiarity with syntactic 

and semantic sentence structures; verbal reasoning abilities; and 

knowledge of literacy conventions. (p. 230) 

In order for students to derive meaning from text, a fluent coordination of 

word reading and comprehension processes must take place (Torgesen, 2002). 

The identification of early reading difficulties is critical. Reading success 

during early instruction is directly linked to future academic success or failure 
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(Lane, Pullen, Hudson, & Konold, 2009).  The negative outcomes due to the 

barriers and breakdowns in the reading development of struggling students 

warrant immediate and intensive intervention (Lane et al., 2009).  In addition, the 

core of an effective approach to prevent reading difficulties must focus on the 

skills that are predictive to later reading success (Torgesen, 2002).  Similar to the 

work of McCardle et al., (2001), Burke, Hagan-Burke, Kwok, and Parker (2009) 

identified the following three early reading skills that are predictive of  reading 

achievement: 

1. Phonological awareness 

2. Phonetic skills related to the alphabetic principal 

3. Automaticity (p. 209) 

Phonological awareness is defined by the student’s awareness of the sound 

structure of spoken words.  Struggling readers have the inability to discriminate 

and manipulate the sound structure of language (Burke et al., 2009).  Additional 

indicators of limited phonological awareness include the inability for “rhyming, 

alliteration, breaking apart syllables, picking out the initial sounds in words, 

picking out the initial sounds in words, blending phonemes together, and 

segmenting words given orally into speech sounds” (Burke et al., 2009, p. 209).  

In process of reading, word recognition is ultimately linked to phonological 

awareness (Lane et al., 2009).  Monitoring phonological awareness in 

kindergarteners is imperative as most struggling readers lack the word recognition 

skills (McCardle et al., 2001).  If students who have deficient phonological 

awareness skills are identified in kindergarten, targeted instruction can be 
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provided so that the “cognitive framework for learning to read can be “primed” 

and the word-reading problems as well as the poor reading trajectories typified by 

older students can be prevented” (Burke et al., 2009, p. 210). 

Burke et al. (2009) emphasized that despite its importance phonological 

awareness taught separate from the alphabetic principle is unlikely to result in 

reading mastery.  The alphabetic principle is often defined as the understanding 

that words are comprised of letters that represent sound. (Lane et al., 2009).  

Students who struggle with reading lack the basic ability to understand that letters 

and sounds work together to construct words in a methodical manner (Lane et al., 

2009).  The identification of alphabetic principle difficulties involves letter-sound 

correspondences and combinations and print concepts awareness (McCardle et al., 

2001).  Interventions to improve a student’s understanding of the alphabetic 

principle may include targeted and strategic decoding practice and word work 

with manipulative letters and connected text (Lane et al., 2009).  Similarly, 

instructional strategies that extend the alphabetic principal should be provided 

early in order to monitor the reader’s ability to generalize phonetic knowledge to 

written text (Burke et al., 2009).  

Automaticity is the third component of prevention and is directly connected to 

phonological awareness and the alphabetic principal (Burke et al., 2009).  Automaticity, 

often referred to as reading fluency, is defined as the level of reading proficiency at 

which text can be read effortlessly, smoothly, and automatically understood (LaBerge & 

Samuels, 1974).  Automaticity connects word identification to successful reading 

comprehension (Anonymous, 2009).  A reader’s fluency rate is often considered a 
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determining factor in assessing the ability to read (National Center for Education 

Statistics, 1995).  Challenges in word recognition significantly impairs readers’ ability to 

comprehend what they are reading (Hook, Macaruso, & Jones, 2001).  Even slight 

challenges in word identification disrupt a reader’s ability to infer and generalize 

meaning from text, decreases speed of reading. and results in the need for rereading 

(Hook et al., 2001).   

Additional factors that may influence a student’s ability to read include economic 

status and cultural differences (Kuo, Franke, Regalado, & Halfon, 2004).  Census data in 

2010 revealed that child poverty rates reached 21.6%.  This rate reflected a 5.7% increase 

from 2002.  Additionally children of immigrants increased to 24% of school-age children. 

(Lesaux, 2012).  In his 1997 testimony to the Committee of Education and the Workforce 

in the U. S. House of Representatives, Dr. Reid Lyon, Chief of the Child Development 

and Behavior Branch of the National Institute of Child Health and Human Development 

outlined the many social, economic and cultural factors that influence a child’s readiness 

to read: 

Difficulties learning to read result from a combination of factors.  In 

general, children who are most at-risk for reading failure are those who 

enter school with limited exposure to language and thus less prior 

knowledge of concepts related to phonemic sensitivity, letter knowledge, 

print awareness, the purposes of reading, and general verbal skills, 

including vocabulary.  Children raised in poverty, youngsters with limited 

proficiency in English, children with speech and hearing impairments, and 

children from homes where the parent’s reading levels are low are clearly 
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predisposed to reading failure.  Likewise, youngsters with sub average 

intellectual capabilities have difficulties learning to read. (p. 6) 

McGee and Richgels (2003) stated that children from poverty often lack 

literacy readiness skills due to the parents’ primary concern for providing basic 

needs.  Economically disadvantaged children may have less access to literature 

and may have parents who have limited reading skills.  O’Neil (2008) concluded 

that home and school have a paired impact on student achievement; however, the 

impact of school may be greater due to the disadvantageous of children living in 

poverty.  Students from economically disadvantaged homes have parents who 

lack the abilities to encourage and support the complexities of reading 

development. 

Lesuax (2012) explained to relationship between poverty and children of 

immigrates, “Linguistic diversity and poverty are related: many children of immigrants 

and immigrant children are raised in poverty.  Strikingly, approximately one in every 

three Latino children grows up in poverty, and many more also enter school with limited 

proficiency in English.” (p.75).  Additionally, students who are not proficient in English 

are at a higher risk of academic failure (O’Neil, 2008).  The challenge of learning in 

grows exponentially when a limited English proficient student is living in poverty 

(Lesaux, 2012). 

DIFFERENTIATED INSTRUCTION 

Current population trends across the United States reflect substantial changes in 

student populations from decades ago.  Now seated in classrooms are students with 

identified learning disabilities, students from non-English speaking backgrounds, students 
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from widely different cultures and economic backgrounds, students with accelerated 

learning, and students with a variety of readiness levels.  The inclusion of student 

diversity in classrooms has led teachers to rethink traditional homogeneous practices.  

With respect to literacy instruction, teachers have come to realize the difficulty in 

addressing the varied literary needs of their students.  Ford and Opitz (2008) stated that 

instructional leaders and teachers are more frequently turning to a balanced approach of 

whole group and small group differentiated instruction in their reading instruction.  The 

understanding and implementation of effective differentiated strategies are essential to 

effective reading instruction (Ford & Opitz, 2008).  

Differentiated instruction is not a new phenomenon in education.  Differentiation 

dates back to the 1600’s when one-room school houses were the norm in education.  In 

this setting, one teacher was responsible for educating students in a wide range of grades 

and ability levels.  By 1919, upwards of 190,000 one-room school houses were operating 

in the United States.  The one-room school houses of the past met the needs of students 

working in a wide range of abilities (Tomlinson, 2001).  However, as our country 

transitioned from the one-room schoolhouse to schools with classified grade levels, it was 

assumed that all children of the same chronological age could learn the same materials at 

the same pace.  The needs of struggling learners were dismissed and consequently many 

students often left school for work (Tomlinson, 2001). 

As standards and accountability for reading became more rigorous, having a new 

framework for teaching and learning became necessary.  Differentiated instruction has 

become a viable response to this dilemma.  Differentiated instruction is a teaching 

philosophy based on the premise that teachers should adapt instruction to student 

http://www.brighthub.com/education/k-12/articles/106939.aspx
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differences and that teachers should modify their instruction to meet students’ varying 

readiness levels, learning preferences, and interests (Nordlund, 2003). 

Differentiated instruction first began as a way of addressing the needs of 

academically advanced learners in heterogeneous settings (Westberg & Archambault, 

1997).  Differentiated instruction was then adapted for the purposes of modifying 

curriculum for all students with special needs using multi-age groupings, flexible 

groupings, and individualized instruction as well as accommodation, adaptation, parallel 

instruction, and overlapping instruction (King-Sears, 1997). With the increasing diversity 

in American schools, differentiated instruction is being examined as a possible answer for 

meeting the substantial variance in students’ literacy development needs.  

To provide differentiated literacy instruction, teachers begin where students are, 

not in the front of the classroom (Tomlinson & the Association for Supervision and 

Curriculum Development, 1999).  Differentiated instruction is a complex process of 

developing curriculum for successful learning and instruction, not a method of lesson 

planning (Council for Exceptional Children, 2002).  It is an organized, proactive, and 

flexible way of adjusting teaching and learning to meet the students’ array of learning 

needs, while helping them achieve maximum growth (Tomlinson, 1999).  Differentiated 

instruction provides multiple approaches to content, process, and product through a blend 

of whole class, small group, and individual instruction ( Tomlinson, 2004).  This 

framework for teaching and learning is dependent on teachers having a clear and 

unwavering understanding of the strategies that produce high levels of student 

achievement (Tomlinson, 1999).  Teachers in differentiated classrooms understand the 

cognitive demands and processes necessary to achieve specific learning outcomes.  They 
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are willing to modify their instruction so that each student masters the skills necessary not 

only for the current outcomes but to facilitate future learning.  Effectively planned 

differentiated curriculum and instruction embraces the notion that students bring 

commonalities to school, but they also bring fundamental differences that make them 

unique (Tomlinson, 1999). 

Students who are the same age learn at different rates and in different ways.  

Understanding this variance in learning is critical to the effectiveness of differentiated 

instruction.  Tomlinson, Brighton, Hertberg, and Callahan (2003) provided a framework 

that defined student variance in three areas: student readiness, interests, and learning 

profiles. 

When learning objectives and products are not structured to address to students’ 

readiness levels the outcomes will be negative.  The approach of planning tasks that are 

intended for all learners with only occasional modifications will result in student 

frustration and failure because the task is outside of their zone of proximal development 

and minor adjustments do not correct the mismatch between task and learner (Vygotsky, 

1978).  When the requisite skills are not in place to complete an assigned task, students 

will have a deceased self-worth and motivation.  Conversely, when students are asked to 

complete tasks that are below their ability level, increased disengagement will occur 

(Tomlinson et al., 2003). 

Information derived from assessing students’ readiness levels should guide 

curriculum and instruction planning to present tasks that are appropriately challenging.  

Differentiation that responds to student readiness provides the opportunities for all 

students to work with tasks that moderately challenge them.  By analyzing activities 
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carefully for their degrees of complexity and challenge, teachers can more readily 

identify appropriate tasks for students with different needs (Tomlinson, 2001).  Teachers 

can then structure versions of tasks that are coordinated and stimulating across multiple 

levels (Little, Hauser, & Corbishley, 2009).  The correct match between readiness and 

task will provide opportunities for students to master and sustain their learning 

(Tomlinson, 2001). 

Considerable differences are present in students’ interests.  Understanding 

differences in student interests can be an effective tool to support learning through 

differentiated instruction (Tomlinson et al., 2003).  Identifying and planning to address 

students’ interest can be a powerful motivator for learning to read.  Literacy instruction 

that is differentiated by interest will have higher student engagement and ownership of 

learning (Bush, 2006).  Activities that are developed based on students’ life experiences, 

concerns, and priorities become more meaningful.  In addition, when students understand 

and appreciate the meaning of learning outcomes they will have a great sense of real 

world applications (Tomlinson et al., 2003).  

Another key factor that can develop intrinsic motivation in students is the 

opportunity for them to have a voice in their learning.  When students are encouraged to 

select reading materials or literacy tasks that interest them, they will demonstrate more 

engaged involvement and ultimately higher levels of comprehension (Brassell, 2009).  

When they are provided the opportunity to connect their interest to learning, the 

experience of failing is replaced with a sense of competence and determination 

(Lawrence-Brown, 2004). 
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Tomlinson et al. (2003) defined the learning profile as “the student’s preferred 

mode of learning that can be affected by a number of factors including, learning style, 

intelligence preference, gender and culture” (p. 129).  Addressing learner profiles 

contributes to the efficiency of learning (Tomlinson et al., 2003).  Learning styles involve 

the personal preferences related to environment, emotions, interactions, and physical 

needs (Tomlinson, 1999).  

Thinking styles or intelligence preference is based on three modes of cognition: 

analytical, practical or creative (Lawrence-Brown, 2003).  Differentiated literacy 

instruction that addresses intelligence preferences produces authenticity and brings 

relevant and meaningful knowledge to the classroom.  Students at all levels achieve better 

when instruction matches their intelligence preference (Lawrence-Brown, 2003). 

Learning styles and intelligence preferences are likely shaped by culture 

(Vygotsky & Cole, 1978).  It is essential that educators understand that learning variance 

is a product of cultural influences.  Understanding contextual impacts on learning 

provides teachers with the ability to determine the connections between learning styles 

and intelligence preferences.  Applying these connections to provide differentiated 

instruction has had positive effects on the elimination of minority performance gaps 

(Tomlinson et al., 2003). 

Differentiated literacy instruction must be conceived as an extension of best 

practice not a substitute for it (Little et al., 2009).  Curriculum and instruction planning 

should be designed so that readiness levels, interests, and profiles are clearly addressed.  

Tomlinson et al. (2003) stated that differentiated instruction that effectively responds to 

student variances should include the following characteristics: proactively planning, 
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small, flexible learning groups, varied resources, variable pacing, knowledge centered, 

and student centered. 

Teachers must plan for student variance while developing relevant lesson 

structures and tasks.  However, the one-size fits all mentality still remains with many 

educators.  The consideration that differentiation is derived from small adjustments to the 

one-size-fits all approach does little to compensate for the vast array of students’ learning 

needs (Willis & Mann, 2000).  Furthermore, proactive planning does not involve making 

minor changes or occasional classroom modifications.  In fact, one barrier to effective 

differentiation is a belief that differentiation should be reactive (Tomlinson, 1999).  

Effective differentiation is a comprehensive planning approach that addresses the full 

range of learner readiness, interest, profiles, and the students to be served. 

Small-group settings give teachers the opportunity to provide more appropriate 

instruction that addresses student differences opposed to whole group instruction.  Group 

structures and student placement must be fluid and strategic.  Learners should be grouped 

primarily according to readiness levels.  The small-group setting allows for the teacher to 

have greater influence on his/her students progression through their zone of proximal 

development (Tomlinson et al., 2003). 

The use of materials is tightly aligned to the quality of differentiated instruction.  

The use of the same materials for all groups contradicts the understanding that students of 

the same age have varied readiness, interests and profiles (Tomlinson et al., 2003).  

Materials, much like grouping, must be strategically selected and designed according the 

characteristics of the students being instructed. 
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Time should be considered as a valuable resource during the proactive planning of 

differentiated curriculum.  Pacing of instruction must be responsive to student needs.  

Effective responsiveness requires a considerable amount of teacher flexibility and 

classroom management.  Disregard for responsive pacing will result in frustrated and off-

task students (Tomlinson, 2001). 

Teachers must be masters of their disciplines in order to plan units of student that 

consist of relevant lesson structures.  Teachers who are masters of their disciplines 

understand the cognitive processes that students must develop so that high-level 

outcomes are achieved.  This understanding is essential for teachers to have the ability to 

differentiate their flexible groups, instructional materials, and lesson pacing.  This level 

of content understanding is fundamental to effective differentiation (Tomlinson, 1999).  

In 1985, the U.S. Department of Education’s report, Becoming a Nation of Readers: 

Report to the Commission on Reading emphasized knowledge-centered differentiation: 

The reading teacher's repertoire must draw upon the deepening knowledge 

of child development, of the nature of language and linguistics, of the 

structure of stories that give rise to comprehension, of the art and elegance 

of children's literature, and of the psychology of learning.  With such 

knowledge assisting their practices, they can best foster the acquisition of 

foundation skills and higher processes of comprehension. (p. 8) 

Learner-centered teachers develop on-going processes to assess students’ 

variances.  Learner-centered teachers utilize these processes to determine their students’ 

cognitive development and the barriers that are hindering academic progress (Cox, 2008).  

As a result of on-going assessment, teachers have the ability to select from a wide-variety 
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of instructional strategies and approaches to scaffold the learning to ensure that each 

student obtains the knowledge necessary to achieve understanding. 

Tomlinson et al. (2003) stated, “We can dismiss neither the need to make 

classrooms a good fit for the full range of learners in them nor the immensity of the 

challenge in doing so” (p. 134).  The quality of differentiated instruction is dependent on 

the teacher’s proficiency and willingness to adapt current practices.  Effective literacy 

differentiation for all students is dependent on the teacher’s ability to diagnose student 

variance, comprehend content, analyze cognitive processes, strategically design grouping 

arrangements, appropriately select materials, and manage student behaviors.  

Instructional leaders who demand differentiation must understand that responsive 

teaching is a major shift in pedagogical practice for most (Tomlinson et al., 2003). 

To build teachers’ capacities to implement and maintain effective differentiated 

literacy instruction, instructional leaders must provide support in two ways.  First, they 

must establish nonnegotiable expectations coupled with persistent support (Tomlinson, 

2008).  The characteristics of differentiated instruction must be clearly communicated 

and collectively understood (Bush, 2006).  In addition, all barriers that will inhibit a 

teacher’ opportunity to develop proficiency in accordance with these characteristics must 

be eliminated.  Second, benchmarking and collaboration are essential so that teachers 

have the opportunity to learn and share effective practices that are relevant to the student 

populations they are serving (Tomlinson et al., 2003).  Professional development cannot 

be limited to obtaining knowledge but to rebuild priorities and to reshape perspectives on 

practice (Tomlinson, 2004).  
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GUIDED READING 

Guided reading is defined as an instructional reading setting that allows teachers 

to work with students in small groups to assist them in developing the necessary skills to 

process text with comprehension effectively (Fountas, 2001).  In the guided reading 

setting, students are assessed for reading levels and are grouped accordingly.  The small 

group setting provides the opportunity for teachers to individualize the teaching of 

specific reading strategies.  Fountas and Pinnell (1996) are considered leading specialists 

and have authored many books such as, Guided Reading: Good First Teaching for all 

Children, which are recognized as the defining literature for the guided reading 

approach.  Small group reading instruction is not a new concept.  Ford and Opitz (2008) 

connected this small group reading instruction to Betts (1954) in his work in The 

Foundations of Reading Instruction.  Goals of the guided reading program are distinctly 

different from previously misguided reading programs (Suits, 2003).  A common 

concern with traditional small group reading instructional practices was that groups were 

static with little concern for the individual needs of students.  Suits (2003) indicated that 

guided reading groups are unique in that the focus is on the instruction of reading 

strategies that help students comprehend text at an independent level.  Fountas and 

Pinnell (1996) defined the purpose of guided reading as: 

Guided reading is a context in which the teacher supports each reader’s 

development of effective reading strategies for processing novel texts at 

increasingly challenging texts…the ultimate goal in guided reading is to 

help children learn how to use independent reading strategies successfully. 

(p. 2) 
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Many essential components are present that teachers must include during the 

instruction of reading through the use of the guided reading method.  Fountas and Pinnell 

(1996) emphasized that guided reading instruction must: 

 consist of small groups of students with similar reading abilities; 

 reading assistance is provided with the goal of helping students 

develop independent reading strategies; 

 each child reads the whole text independently and silently; 

 reading difficulty of the text must become increasingly more difficult; 

and 

 groups are dynamic students are frequently regrouped based on ability. 

(p. 4) 

Fountas and Pinnell (1996) emphasized that a guided reading lesson structure is 

focused on three stages: before reading, during reading, and after reading.  Before reading 

strategies involve the building of background knowledge, accessing prior knowledge, 

establishing an anticipatory set of questions, and motivating students to engage in 

reading.  The during reading stage emphasizes independent reading and teacher coaching 

when needed.  It also involves the teacher noting the effectiveness of reading strategies of 

each student.  After reading elements include extended opportunities to respond to the 

text and focused problem solving assistance (Fountas & Pinnell, 1996). 

Iaquinta (2006) asserted that the grouping of students with similar text 

experiences, learning needs, and the ability to process text is the most important element 

of guided reading.  This differentiated structure of guided reading best defines guided 
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reading’s primary purpose to develop a child’s ability to read independently for meaning 

(Ford & Opitz, 2008). 

Guided Reading: Rationale  

Fountas and Pinnell (2001) stated that guided reading allows a teacher to develop 

the reading skills through strategic selection of text and teaching strategies beyond what 

students could do on their own.  The primary framework of Lev Vygotsky’s sociocultural 

work is his concept of the zone of proximal development.  Vygotsky and Cole (1978) 

defined the zone of proximal development as the distance between actual developmental 

level and the potential developmental level.  Furthermore, the zone of proximal 

development links what is known to what is unknown (Riddle & Dabbagh, 1999).  

Independent levels of learning will only be achieved if a student is led appropriately 

through his/her zone of proximal development with the support and guidance of a teacher 

or expert (Vygotsky & Cole, 1978).  The teacher’s role is one that proactively plans for 

enriching opportunities and experiences as the student progresses through the zone of 

proximal development.  Scaffolding as an instructional strategy requires the teacher to 

provide students the opportunity to extend their current skills and knowledge.  The 

teacher must engage students' interest, simplify tasks so they are manageable, and 

motivate students to pursue the instructional goal.  In addition, the teacher must look for 

discrepancies between students' efforts and the solution, control for frustration and risk, 

and model an idealized version of the act (Hausfather, 1996).  Within this theoretical 

framework, differentiated instruction will serve as a critical instructive method to 

facilitate the learning process.  Fountas and Pinnell (2001) described a connection with 

Vygotsky’s work and guided reading by calling guided reading the “the learning zone.”  
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You [the teacher] create a learning zone for your students when you 

carefully select and introduce a text, support and interact briefly with them 

during reading, and teach them with clarity after reading.  You are making 

it possible for students not only to read a more difficult text but also to 

reflect on the text, understand it and use it as way of learning more about 

reading.  In a Vygotskian sense, guided reading makes it possible to teach 

at the cutting edge of students; understanding.  Your support is light.  You 

do not take the problem solving away from the student; instead, your 

teaching helps students read more productively and intensively. (p. 192) 

Students entering school for the first time have a wide range of literary 

experiences and readiness levels (Fountas & Pinnell, 1996).  Some students have had a 

strong literary foundation established by parents or care-givers whereas other students 

have had little opportunity to interact with text.  As all children begin to work with text 

they develop strategies that allow then to connect with different sources of information 

(Fountas & Pinnell, 1996).  Clay (1993) identified three main sources of information that 

are a part of becoming a skillful reader:  

 meaning cues that come from the reader’s past experiences; 

 structure or syntactic cues that govern how oral language is structured; 

and 

 visual information cues that come from the association between oral 

language and graphic symbols. 

Clay (1993) stated that the development of strategies to work with different 

sources of information is embedded in the foundation for reading comprehension.  Clay 
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(1993) also emphasized that a teacher must realize that most students have the capacity to 

utilize these sources of information but do not have the knowledge of how to access and 

enhance this capacity.  Guided reading provides teachers the setting to guide students, 

through coaching, in the effective application of strategies (Iaquinta, 2006).  

Additionally, Ferguson and Wilson (2009) summed up the benefits of guided reading in 

the following manner: 

Guided reading provides an ideal setting for teachers to encourage 

students to use all sources of information (cueing systems) as they read 

and to cross-check one source with others.  In the course of regular guided 

reading sessions, classroom teachers are able both to develop and monitor 

these cross-checking behaviors across a range of increasingly complex 

texts. (p. 9)  

Guided Reading: Limitations  

Utilizing the guided reading method with fidelity comes with certain challenges.  

In a study completed by Ferguson and Wilson (2009), teachers reported that time was a 

considerable obstacle to effectively implementing guided reading.  Teachers stated that 

their inability to implement guided reading consistently and in the manner in which they 

were training would be too demanding of their limited instructional time.  The teachers’ 

perspective was that other equally important subject areas would suffer.  Ferguson and 

Wilson (2009) stated that an additional limitation was the lack of quality materials.  An 

effective guided reading program must have a plethora of leveled reading materials 

available for teachers to access.  Conflicting district-level priorities and reduced budgets 

create barriers for the acquisition of necessary reading materials (Ferguson & Wilson, 
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2009).  Another challenge that guided reading presents is classroom management and 

organization.  A major element to a guided reading classroom is the planning for and 

management of the students who are not involved in small group instruction (Fountas & 

Pinnell 1996).  All students need to be involved in literacy-based activities that are 

relevant and engaging.  It is challenging for the teacher to keep the students on-task and 

working productively without immediate and direct assistance (Ferguson & Wilson, 

2009). 

DIRECT INSTRUCTION 

Direct instruction is a teaching approach that can be applied to multiple subject 

areas; however, for the purpose of this study the method will be explored as it refers to 

the teaching of reading comprehension and fluency.  The direct instructional curriculum 

model was developed in 1964 by Siegfried Engelmann and provides a framework for the 

curricula based on his instructional techniques.  The direct instruction model was 

developed on the premise that all students can demonstrate success and that when failure 

happens the quality of instruction should not be blamed on the student (Adams & 

Engelmann, 1996).  The original prospectus was titled Direct Instruction System for 

Teaching Arithmetic and Reading (DISTAR) (Adams & Carnine, 2005).  A language 

component was later developed and led to the title being changed to Direct Instruction for 

Teaching and Remediation.  Engelmann has developed numerous curriculum guides with 

each typically covering an entire year of lesson plans.  All lesson plans were examined 

comprehensively prior to publishing (Adams & Carnine, 2005).  

Direct instruction involves teacher-directed, skills-oriented instructional practices 

(Carnine & Thomas B. Fordham Foundation, 2000).  It emphasizes the use of small-
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group instruction with scripted lessons that are carefully and strategically developed.  

Skills are prioritized and broken down into small units, sequenced deliberately, and 

taught explicitly (Traub & Thomas B. Fordham Foundation, 1999). 

The direct instruction model has three components that provide a broad definition 

of the instructional expectations of the program (Slocum, 2004).  The first component is 

that direct instruction provides a detailed approach to how curriculum should be 

organized and what elements should be taught.  The driving thought within this principal 

is that the curriculum should be organized into strategies that can be generalized for 

application across disciplines (Engelmann & Carnine, 1982).  The second component of 

direct instruction includes a specific set of lessons that gradually and strategically 

introduce new skills (Slocum, 2004).  Detailed in the third component are the techniques 

that will guide the interactions between teachers and students.  Slocum (2004) indicated 

that a direct instruction lesson’s driving principle is to optimize student engagement and 

outcomes.  

Although the three main components detail a broad definition of direct 

instruction, Gersten (1986) provided a more specific perspective of direct instruction by 

providing the following seven major features specifically focused on the application of 

the model.  

1. Strategy instruction should be explicit with each step of the process 

fully detailed. 

2. Student mastery of each step of the process is expected. 

3. Processing errors and subsequent problem-solving strategies should be 

noted and modeled. 
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4. Teacher-directed assistance should be gradually reduced resulting in 

independent work. 

5. Multiple examples of systematic practice must be provided to students. 

6. Progress should be reviewed cumulatively. 

7. Planning of instruction should anticipate student errors and include the 

necessary adjustments. (p. 2) 

In terms of defining the development of comprehension and fluency in the direct 

instruction model, Tarver (1986) stated the following: 

The DI model of reading depicts reading as consisting of two major 

components-decoding and comprehension.  Both decoding and 

comprehension are further subdivided into numerous subcomponents.  

Decoding accuracy and fluency are prerequisites to comprehension: thus, 

instruction begins with specific decoding skills (e.g., a sound blending 

strategy) and progresses in a highly structured and spiraling fashion to the 

higher level comprehension skills and strategies. (p. 3) 

Direct Instruction: Rationale  

An impressive base of research has been conducted that supports direct 

instruction.  The most important of these research investigations is Project Follow 

Through in 1967 (Barbash, 2012).  Barbash (2012) explained that this study is 

considered the largest scientific experiment ever to analyze different instructional 

approaches in the early grades.  This study was conducted by the Department of 

Education and was an extension of President Johnson’s War on Poverty.  The 

project continued until the summer of 1996 and cost approximately one billion 
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dollars (Grossen, 1996).  Grossen (1996) stated that the focus of the project was to 

identify the most effective method to educate economically disadvantaged 

students.  Ultimately, the goal was to bridge the gap between the advantaged and 

disadvantaged populations in our country (Grossen, 1996).  Project Follow 

Through evaluated more than 70,000 students in kindergarten through third grade 

in 180 schools nationwide.  The study involved nine different instructional 

models. Students in each model were compared to control groups and with 

students in other models (Morrell, 1998).  The assessment of three student 

outcomes was the focus of this investigation: Basic Skills, Cognitive/Conceptual 

Skills and Affective  Skills (Adams & Engelmann, 1996).  Results of the study 

were that the direct instruction program produced the highest results of all nine 

programs.  National percentiles increased 20-30% in each of the three outcomes 

from the levels prior to exposure to the direct instruction program.  More 

specifically, direct instruction was the only program that resulted in student 

outcomes nearing the 50th percentile (Marchand-Martella, Slocum, & Martella, 

2003). 

In regard to reading performance data, direct instruction was the single 

model to show student growth that reached the third grade reading achievement 

level (Adams & Engelmann, 1996).  The results demonstrated student reading 

performance in the 41st percentile which represented considerable improvement 

as a result of the direct instruction model in reading (Adams & Engelmann, 1996). 

Another important study was the work of Foorman, Francis, Fletcher, 

Mehta, and Schatschneider (1998).  In their research investigation, they compared 
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direct instruction with implicit alphabetic instruction connected to text.  Through 

analyzing the achievement levels of 285 students, results were that the students 

who received direct instruction improved in word recognition and fluency than 

those students who received implicit instruction.  

Bereiter and Engelmann (1966) introduced the concept that direct 

instruction could bridge the reading performance gap between economically 

disadvantaged students and middle class or more affluent students.  The approach 

developed by Bereiter and Engelmann (1966) demonstrated that the accelerated 

pace and structure of the direct instruction time can substantially increase the rate 

of learning in disadvantaged students.  A core element of the direct instruction 

model is that the program focuses on the concept of teaching fewer concepts at 

greater depth (Bereiter, Engelmann, 1966).  Higher gains in student outcomes will 

be achieved when education programs are centered on focused mastery of skills 

(Binder, 1993).  

A good reader must develop specific tools for meaning to be derived 

(Schellings et al., 2006).  Reading comprehension happens when students are able 

to be phonemically aware, decode, read fluently, and utilize multiple 

comprehension strategies (Schellings et al., 2006).  Gersten (1986) discussed the 

benefits to direct instruction in the following way:  

 Lessons are systematically developed for phonics development. 

 Phonemic awareness is explicitly taught. 

 Fluency strategies are addressed through the monitoring of oral 

reading. Feedback with error correction strategies is provided. 
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 Systematic reading comprehension strategies are provided through 

small instruction.  

Direct Instruction: Limitations  

According to Adams and Engelmann (1996), critics of the direct instruction 

declare that the program limits teacher creativity and is too inflexible.  Additional 

limitations are that direct instruction emphasizes low levels of rote learning and fails to 

promote critical thinking skills (Shippen, Houchins, Steventon, & Sartor, 2005).  Ryder, 

Burton, and Silberg (2006) indicated the following concerns from their study on teacher’s 

perceptions of direct instruction: 

Some urban DI teachers expressed great concern over DI’s lack of 

sensitivity to issues of poverty, culture and race.  Some teachers believed 

specifically that DI texts disregard urban students’ lack of exposure to life 

experiences that are more of an everyday occurrence for middle-class 

suburban students.  Urban DI teachers expressed particular concern with 

the content of DI short stories, noting the lack of content that addressed 

urban children’s lives and the absence of comprehension strategies that 

engage students in higher order thinking.  Teachers commented that they 

needed to spend considerable time creating background knowledge for 

students because the stories too often emphasized life events for which 

many poor, urban children did not have the opportunity to experience. (p. 

9) 

Although many researchers have indicated that direct instruction may be effective 

for basic skill development such as decoding, limited research is available to indicate that 
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this method improves comprehension (Ryder et al., 2006).  In a 2002 study of Title I 

students in Baltimore, students who were instructed in the direct instruction program 

demonstrated gains in reading comprehension, however, results were not significantly 

greater to the outcomes of students taught with other instructional programs (Ryder et al., 

2006). 

Freppon and McIntyre (1997) noted that beginning readers thought with a skill-

based reading program similar to direct instruction were not as positive and motivated to 

read as students taught through whole instruction.  Another concern regarding to direct 

instruction was that it tends to “teach to the test” (Heshusius, 1991, p. 5).  Heshusius 

(1991) stated that the fragmented structure of direct instruction organizes skills into small 

segments that may lead to increased performance on standardized exams.  However, 

Heshusius (1991) expressed concerns that this fragmented structure of direct instruction 

limits a student’s holistic development. 



 

 

CHAPTER 3 

Methodology 

DESCRIPTION OF THE RESEARCH DESIGN 

A quantitative approach was utilized to determine the differences in the 

comprehension and fluency outcomes of first grade students in the guided reading and 

students in the direct instruction on reading achievement.  The goal of this study was to 

determine the effectiveness of the two reading programs on improving the reading 

fluency and comprehension of first grade students.  The Texas Primary Reading 

Inventory (TPRI) first grade fluency and comprehension archived data from 2010 – 2011 

was used to determine the effect of the two instructional programs.  Two schools in a 

large urban school district were selected for this study.  School A used the guided reading 

program for first grade reading instruction and School B used direct instruction for first 

grade reading instruction.  In this quasi-experimental research investigation, a 

nonequivalent group design was used.  This study involved two treatment groups that 

were pretested, provided a treatment and then post tested. To determine whether 

statistically significant differences were present in comprehension and fluency gains, 

paired samples t-tests were conducted. 

Quantitative research is determined to be of primary importance to conclude the 

relationships among variables and to test hypothesis with observed data (Johnson, 2012).  

A quantitative design was used in this study to compare the reading fluency and 

comprehension gains as a result of two separate reading instructional methods.  The 

quasi-experimental research design was employed due to the lack of full control over 

confounding variables.  Full control could not be accomplished because it was not 
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possible for participants to be randomly assigned (Johnson, 2012).  Random assignment 

was not possible in this study because the participants were heterogeneously assigned to 

classes based on administrative protocols.  

Johnson (2012) indicated that the most common quasi-experimental design is the 

nonequivalent comparison group design.  This research design involved the selection of 

two groups of participants through a convenience sample available to the researcher.  

Each group was administered a pretest and then a posttest after a treatment had been 

implemented.  Typically, the results of the two groups would be analyzed by comparing 

the variance of the pretest and posttest scores (Wiersma, 2000).  Wiersma (2000) stated, 

“The pretest- posttest, nonequivalent group design aids in checking the extent of group 

similarity, and the pretest scores may be used for statistical control or for generating gain 

scores” (p. 169).  The utilization of the pretest scores had a substantial influence on 

checking for the similarities of groups because of the correspondence of between the 

pretest and posttest variables.  The pretest was administered to all participants with 

consistent applications, prior to conducting the treatment.  Pretest scores were used for 

statistical control and gain scores were generated by comparing pretest and posttest 

variances. 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

The following research questions were addressed in this research investigation: 

Research Question One: What is the difference in comprehension gains as measured by 

the TPRI for first grade students taught using the guided reading program as compared to 

students taught using the direct instruction program? 
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Research Question Two: What is the difference in fluency gains as measured by the TPRI 

for first grade students taught using the guided reading program as compared to students 

taught using the direct instruction program? 

SETTING 

This study was conducted at two schools located in a diverse, urban school district 

in Houston, Texas.  During the 2010 - 2011 school year, the school district’s total 

population consisted of 64,037 students.  The ethnicity of the school district was 69.7% 

Hispanic, 25.9% African-American, 2.1% White, and 1.8% Asian.  Eighty-five percent 

were determined to be economically disadvantaged due to free and reduced lunch 

qualifications.  The Limited English Proficient (LEP) population consisted of 31.8%, the 

gifted and talented population accounted for 2.6%, and the students served by special 

education services made up 9.2% of the total population.  

Two schools were chosen for this study.  The demographics for School A were 

87% Hispanic, 10.3% African-American, 2.6% White, and 0.1% Asian.  Eighty-eight 

percent were determined to be economically disadvantaged.  The Limited English 

Proficient population consisted of 54%, the gifted and talented population accounted for 

5.3%, and the students served by special education services comprised 7% of the total 

population.  The demographics for School B were 68% Hispanic, 30% African-

American, 1.5% White, and 0.1% Asian.  Eighty-nine percent were determined to be 

economically disadvantaged.  The Limited English Proficient population consisted of 

49%, the gifted and talented population accounted for 1.1%, and the students served by 

special education services constituted 5.3% of the total population.  Descriptive statistics 

were used to ensure comparable demographics in both schools. 
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The two schools were selected for this study due to the fidelity of the utilization 

of the two reading programs.  Fidelity was determined by the extent of training and 

support that the teachers at both schools received relative to the two reading programs.  

Prior to the 2010-2011 school year, teachers at both schools received six hours of in-

depth training specific to the respective requirements of the two reading programs.  

Additionally, one skills specialist was employed by each campus specifically for their 

expertise in the reading program.  The skills specialists’ responsibilities were to provide 

on-going training and support for the first grade teachers.  At each school, teachers met 

once a week with the skills specialist to receive training and collaboratively discuss best 

practices. 

SUBJECTS 

The sample consisted of 83 first grade student from School A and 67 students 

from School B.  The sample sizes were developed by using the 2010-2011 archived TPRI 

data.  The demographics for the sample in school A were 84% Hispanic, 9% African –

American and 7% White.  Eighty-seven percent were determined to be economically 

disadvantaged due to free and reduced lunch qualifications.  The demographics for the 

sample in School B were 64% Hispanic, 32% African-American, and 4% White.  Eighty-

seven percent were determined to be economically disadvantaged due to free and reduced 

lunch qualifications.  The average mobility rate of both schools was 18%.  Due to the 

fluidity of the population, only the results from students who were present for the pretest 

and posttest were analyzed in this study.  
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TREATMENTS 

Two treatments were used in this study, guided reading and direct instruction. 

Students in School A received reading instruction using guided reading and students in 

school B received reading instruction using direct instruction.  Guided reading is defined 

as an instructional reading setting that allows teachers to work with students in small 

groups to assist them in developing the necessary skills to effectively process text with 

comprehension (Fountas, 2001).  In the guided reading setting, students are assessed for 

reading levels and are grouped accordingly.  The small group setting provides the 

opportunity for teachers to individualize the teaching of specific reading strategies. 

Fountas and Pinnell (1996) emphasized that a guided reading lesson structure is 

focused on three stages: before reading, during reading, and after reading.  Before reading 

strategies involve the building of background knowledge, accessing prior knowledge, 

establishing an anticipatory set of questions and motivating students to engage in reading.  

The during reading stage emphasizes independent reading and teacher coaching when 

needed.  It also involves the teacher noting the effectiveness of reading strategies of each 

student.  After reading elements include extended opportunities to respond to the text and 

focused problem solving assistance (Fountas & Pinnell, 1996). 

The tenets of the guided reading program were evident in School A.  Students 

worked with the teacher in groups of 4-6 students for approximately 30 minutes a day.  

Groups were determined by the results of frequently administered assessments called 

running records.  Running records were administered individually and identified the 

reading instructional level of each child.  The small group instruction utilized leveled 

texts according to the students’ reading levels. 
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Direct instruction involves teacher-directed, skills-oriented instructional practices 

(Carnine & Thomas B. Fordham Foundation, 2000) in which the use of small-group 

instruction with carefully and strategically developed lessons is emphasized.  Skills are 

prioritized and broken down into small units, sequenced deliberately, and taught 

explicitly (Traub & Thomas B. Fordham Foundation, 1999). 

The direct instruction model has three components that provide a broad definition 

of the instructional expectations of the program (Slocum, 2004).  The first component is 

that direct instruction provides a detailed approach to how curriculum should be 

organized and what elements should be taught.  The driving thought within this principal 

is that the curriculum should be organized into strategies that can be generalized for 

application across disciplines (Engelmann & Carnine, 1982).  The second component of 

direct instruction includes a specific set of lessons that gradually and strategically 

introduce new skills (Slocum, 2004).  Detailed in the third component are the techniques 

that will guide the interactions between teachers and students.  Slocum (2004) indicated 

that a direct instruction lesson’s driving principle is to optimize student engagement and 

outcomes.  

The SRA Reading Mastery program was used to insure that the teachers in School 

B adhered to the protocols of the direct instruction reading program.  Teachers met with 

groups of 4-6 students for 30 minutes a day.  The instruction was guided by the SRA 

Reading Mastery materials that focused on word recognition, phonetic sounds and 

decoding strategies.  
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INSTRUMENT 

The fluency and comprehension gains were determined using 2010 - 2011 

archived data from the Texas Primary Reading Inventory.  An essential component of the 

prevention of reading failure is the early identification of students who are at-risk of 

reading failure (Nelson, 2009).  As a result many assessments have been developed for 

the purpose of early identification.  The measure supported by the Texas Education 

Agency (TEA) and used in 95% of Texas elementary schools is the TPRI (Foorman, 

Santi & Berger, 2006).  The TRPI was originally developed in 1997 by the English and 

Language Arts Curriculum Department at the TEA.  Revisions were later made by the 

Center for Academic and Reading Skills (CARS) and the Texas Institute for 

Measurement, Evaluation and Statistics (TIMES) to ensure alignment with the Texas 

Essential Knowledge and Skills (TEKS).  The TPRI is designed to provide a detailed 

analysis of reading abilities of students in Kindergarten through grade 3.  The CARS 

prepared the Technical Report Texas Primary Reading Inventory (1998) that described 

the purpose of the TPRI as: 

The ultimate goal underlying the development and implementation of the 

TPRI was to enable every child to read and comprehend at or above grade 

level by the end of third grade and continue to be a successful reader at 

each subsequent grade level.  To that end, the TPRI can be used to identify 

children at-risk for reading difficulties and to further assess the strengths 

and weaknesses in the reading-related skills of individual children.  The 

TPRI thus facilitates the teacher’s ability to set appropriate learning 
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objectives, thereby maximizing each child’s ability to be a successful 

reader. (p 7) 

In 1998, an assessment of the score reliability, score validity, and teacher attitudes 

of the TPRI was completed by CARS/TIMES.  The results indicated the presence of 

strong reliabilities for the screening tools and good reliabilities for all assessment tasks. 

Validity was not determined a factor and no evidence was yielded of either ethnicity or 

gender bias.  Teacher responses in urban districts, similar to the district in this study, 

were positive (University of Texas-Houston Health Science Center & University of 

Houston, 1999) 

Nelson (2008) conducted a study to investigate the psychometric properties of the 

TPRI.  In this study, a sample of 180 students was used to determine the score reliability 

and score validity of the TPRI as a predictor for future reading failure.  Nelson (2009) 

presented the following findings:  

Results indicted adequate internal consistency reliability and concurrent 

and predictive validity for screening purposes.  Classification validity 

analysis indicated low false negative rates ad high negative predictive 

power but high false positive rates and low positive predictive power.  The 

TPRI screeners were found to be adequate instruments for identifying 

students who are unlikely in need of further assistance. (p. 45) 

Nelson (2009) further reported that the findings of his study concluded 

that the purpose of the TPRI was to identify students who are not at-risk rather 

than to be a positive predictor of current and/or future students at-risk of reading 

failure.  More specifically, Nelson stated, “TPRI screeners should only be used to 
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determine those students in need of further assessment rather than to determine 

those students in need of further intervention.” (p. 51). 

The TPRI consists of two sections: a Screening and an Inventory.  The Screening 

section is a brief tool that is used to identify students who have specific reading 

deficiencies and who may need intensive support.  In the first grade the Screening section 

focuses on three areas; letter sounds, word reading and blending of phonemes.  The 

Screening section is not intended to be diagnostic but simply to be used for identifying 

students who need further interventions and testing.  The Inventory section provides more 

specific reading performance data so that teachers can better align instruction to student 

needs.  The Inventory section focuses on the following seven areas in the first grade: 

 Book and Print Awareness 

 Phonemic Awareness 

 Graphophonemic Knowledge 

 Word Reading 

 Reading Accuracy 

 Fluency 

 Listening/Reading Comprehension. 

To guarantee an accurate and reliable administration of TPRI, training was 

provided for every teacher.  Teachers are also equally provided a Teacher’s Guide and all 

supplemental materials.  
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PROCEDURES 

All first grade students at School A and School B were administered the TPRI 

three times during the 2010-2011 school year.  The beginning-of-year (BOY) 

administration occurred within the first six weeks of instruction, the middle-of-year 

(MOY) administration was given in mid-January, and the end-of-year (EOY) 

administration happened in mid-May.  The treatments took place between the BOY and 

EOY and lasted approximately 28 weeks.  The BOY and EOY comprehension data were 

analyzed to determine the difference each treatment had on fluency and comprehension 

outcomes.  The administration of each TPRI included one fiction and one nonfiction 

story.  Comprehension results were classified into two categories: 

Independent/Instructional and Frustrational/Listening.  During the administration of the 

TPRI each student was individually given the opportunity to read independently.  If a 

student was able to read the story independently and answer the comprehension questions 

independently, the comprehension results were classified as Independent/Instructional.  

The comprehension results were classified as Frustrational/Listening when a student was 

unable to read the story independently.  Consequently, the student answered the 

comprehension questions verbally after listening to the teacher read the story.  The 

comprehension assessment involved the six questions for both classifications.  

Accordingly, comprehension results are reported by the number of question answered 

correctly.  The fluency results are reported as the number of words read per minute for 

the fiction and non-fiction stories.  Archived data were obtained from the district’s 

internal database. 
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To determine whether statistically significant differences were present in 

comprehension and fluency gains, paired samples t-tests were conducted between the 

beginning-of-year stories and for the end-of-year stories for each school.  Separate 

comprehension analyses were conducted for students in the Independent/Instructional 

level and for students in the Frustrational/Listening level.  Students who switched levels, 

from the Frustrational/Listening level to the Independent/Instructional level were noted 

but not included in the analyses.   

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

CHAPTER 4 

Results 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

The following research questions were addressed in this research investigation: 

Research Question One: What is the difference in comprehension gains as measured by 

the TPRI for first grade students taught using the guided reading program as compared to 

students taught using the direct instruction program? 

Research Question Two: What is the difference in fluency gains as measured by the TPRI 

for first grade students taught using the guided reading program as compared to students 

taught using the direct instruction program? 

RESULTS FOR RESEARCH QUESTION ONE 

With respect to the first research question regarding differences in comprehension 

gains as measured by the TPRI for first grade students taught using the guided reading 

program as compared to students taught using the direct instruction program, separate 

analyses were conducted for students in the Independent/Instructional Level (i.e., 

students were able to independently read the story and independently answer the 

comprehension questions) and for students in the Frustrational/Listening Level (i.e., 

students were unable to read the story independently, consequently they verbally 

answered the comprehension questions after listening to the story read to them).  These 

following data analyses are only for students who remained in either the 

Independent/Instructional Level or in the Frustrational/Listening Level.  Students who 

switched levels, from the Frustrational/Listening Level to the Independent/Instructional 

Level, are not included in these analyses.  Descriptive statistics are provided in Table 4 - 
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1 below for students’ comprehension scores in the Independent/Instructional Level on the 

beginning-of-year fiction story and for the end-of-year fiction story.  As revealed in Table 

4 -1, students in the guided reading approach had higher scores on the beginning-of-year 

fiction story than did students in the direct instruction approach.  Similar differences were 

also noted for the end-of-year fiction story. 

Table 4 - 1 

Descriptive Statistics for Comprehension Scores for students in the 

Independent/Instructional Level on the Beginning-of-Year Fiction and End-of-Year 

Fiction for Guided Reading and Direct Instruction 

 n M SD 

Beginning-of-Year Fiction Comprehension    

Guided Reading School 37 4.19 1.76 

Direct Instruction School 26 2.96 1.25 

End-of-Year Fiction Comprehension    

Guided Reading School 37 5.64 0.79 

Direct Instruction School 26 4.42 1.39 

 

Depicted in Figure 4 - 1 below are the average comprehension scores for students 

in the Independent/Instructional Level in the guided reading approach and in the direct 

instruction approach on the beginning-of-year fiction story.  Students in the guided 

reading approach had higher average comprehension scores on the beginning-of-year 

fiction story than did students in the direct instruction approach. 
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Figure 4 - 1.  Comprehension performance of guided reading and direct instruction 

students in the Independent/Instructional Level on the beginning-of-year fiction story 

On the end-of-year fiction story, students in the Independent/Instructional Level 

in the guided reading approach continued to have higher average comprehension scores 

than did students in the direct instruction approach.  Revealed in Figure 4 - 2 are these 

results for the end-of-year fiction story. 
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Figure 4 - 2.  Comprehension performance of guided reading and direct instruction 

students in the Independent/Instructional Level on the end-of-year fiction story. 

To determine whether a statistically significant difference was present in 

comprehension gains, a paired samples t-test was conducted between the beginning-of- 

year fiction story and for the end-of-year fiction story for each school.  With respect to 

the guided reading approach, a statistically significant difference was present, t(36) = -

5.0975, p < .001, Cohen’s d = 1.069 (Cohen, 1988).  This result was reflective of a large 

practical effect with respect to comprehension gains for students under the guided reading 

approach.  Depicted below in Figure 4 - 3 are the average comprehension scores of 

students on beginning-of-year fiction story and for the end-of-year fiction story. 
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Figure 4 - 3.  Comprehension performance of guided reading students in the 

Independent/Instructional Level on beginning-of year-fiction story and for the end-of-

year fiction story. 

Regarding direct instruction for this same analysis, a statistically significant result 

was also present, t(25) = -5.5882, p < .001, Cohen’s d = 1.106 (Cohen, 1988).  This result 

was also reflective of a large practical effect with respect to comprehension gains for 

students under the direct instruction approach.  Shown in Figure 4 - 4 below are the 

average comprehension scores of students in the Independent/Instructional Level on the 

beginning-of-year fiction story and for the end-of-year fiction story. 
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Figure 4 - 4.  Comprehension performance of direct instruction students in the 

Independent/Instructional Level on beginning-of-year fiction story and for the end-of-

year fiction story. 

These following data analyses are only for students who remained in the 

Frustrational/Listening Level.  Students who switched levels, from the 

Frustrational/Listening Level to the Independent/Instructional Level, are not included in 

these analyses.  Table 4 - 2 contains the average comprehension scores for students in the 

Frustrational/Listening Level on the beginning-of-year fiction and end-of-year fiction 

stories for both reading approaches. 
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Table 4 - 2 

Descriptive Statistics for Comprehension Scores of Students in the 

Frustrational/Listening Level on the Beginning-of-Year Fiction and End-of-Year Fiction 

Stories for Guided Reading and Direct Instruction  

 n M SD 

Beginning-of-Year Fiction Comprehension    

Guided Reading School 5 3.00 1.58 

Direct Instruction School 11 2.27 1.42 

End-of-Year Fiction Comprehension    

Guided Reading School 5 5.20 1.09 

Direct Instruction School 11 3.91 1.44 

 

Similar to the average comprehension scores for students noted in Table 4 - 1, 

depicted in Figure 4 - 5 below are the average comprehension scores for students in the 

Frustrational/Listening level in both the guided reading and direct instruction approaches.  

Students in the guided reading approach had higher average comprehension scores than 

did students in the direct instruction approach on the beginning-of-year fiction story. 
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Figure 4 - 5.  Comprehension performance of guided reading and direct instruction 

students at the Frustrational/Listening Level on the beginning-of-year fiction story. 

Also present in Table 4 - 3 were the average comprehension scores for students in 

the Frustrational/Listening Level in both the guided reading and direct instruction 

approaches for the end-of-year fiction story.  Students in the guided reading approach 

continued to have higher average comprehension scores than did students in the direct 

instruction approach on the end-of-year fiction story.  Revealed in Figure 4 - 6 are the 

average comprehension scores for these groups of students on the end-of-year fiction 

story. 
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Figure 4 - 6.  Comprehension performance of guided reading and direct instruction 

students at the Frustrational/Listening Level on the end-of-year fiction story. 

To ascertain whether a statistically significant difference was present in 

comprehension gains for students at the Frustrational/Listening Level, a paired samples t-

test was conducted between the beginning-of-year fiction story and for the end-of-year 

fiction story for each school.  With respect to the guided reading approach, a statistically 

significant difference was not yielded at the conventional level of statistical significance, 

t(4) = -2.5574, p = .0628, Cohen’s d = 1.618 (Cohen, 1988).  The very small sample size 

of only 4 students precluded this result from begin statistically significant at the .05 level.  

This result was reflective of a large practical effect with respect to comprehension gains 

for students in the Frustrational/Listening Level under the guided reading approach.  

Presented below in Figure 4 - 7 are the average comprehension scores of students at the 

Frustrational/Listening Level on the beginning-of-year fiction story and for the end-of- 

year fiction story. 
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Figure 4 - 7.  Comprehension performance of guided reading students at the 

Frustrational/Listening Level on beginning-of-year fiction story and for the end-of-year 

fiction story. 

Regarding the direct instruction program, a statistically significant difference was 

present, t(10) = -2.8390, p = .0176, Cohen’s d = 1.14 (Cohen, 1988).  This result was 

indicative of a large practical effect with respect to comprehension gains for students in 

the Frustrational/Listening Level under the direct instruction approach.  Shown below in 

Figure 4 - 8 are the average comprehension scores of students at the 

Frustrational/Listening Level on the beginning-of-year fiction story and for the end-of-

year fiction story. 
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Figure 4 - 8.  Comprehension performance of direct instruction students at the 

Frustrational/Listening Level on beginning-of-year fiction story and for the end-of-year 

fiction story. 

Next, an analysis of student performance on the non-fiction stories was 

conducted.  Regarding differences in comprehension gains as measured by the TPRI for 

first grade students taught using the guided reading program as compared to students 

taught using the direct instruction program, separate analyses were conducted for students 

in the Independent/Instructional Level (i.e., students were able to independently read the 

story and independently answer the comprehension questions) and for students in the 

Frustrational/Listening Level (i.e., students were unable to read the story independently, 

consequently they verbally answered the comprehension questions after listening to the 

story read to them).  These following data analyses are only for students who remained in 

either the Independent/Instructional Level or in the Frustrational/Listening Level.    

Descriptive statistics are provided in Table 4 - 3 below for students’ comprehension 
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scores on the beginning-of-year non-fiction story and for the end- of-year non-fiction 

story.  Students whose data are presented below were students who began the year in the 

Independent/Instructional Level and ended in the same Independent/Instructional Level at 

the end of the school year.  Data on students who switched levels during the school year 

are not included in Table 4 - 3.  As revealed in Table 4 - 3, students in the guided reading 

approach had higher scores on the beginning- of-year non-fiction story than did students 

in the direct instruction approach.  Similar differences were also noted for the end-of-year 

non-fiction story. 

Table 4 - 3 

Descriptive Statistics for Comprehension Scores for students in the 

Independent/Instructional Level on the Beginning-of-Year Non-fiction and End-of-Year 

Non-fiction for Guided Reading and Direct Instruction 

 n M SD 

Beginning-of-Year Non-fiction Comprehension    

Guided Reading School 33 4.97 1.51 

Direct Instruction School 21 4.05 1.69 

End-of-Year Non-fiction Comprehension    

Guided Reading School 33 4.79 1.29 

Direct Instruction School 21 3.57 1.43 

 

Depicted in Figure 4 - 9 below are the average comprehension scores for students 

in the Independent/Instructional Level in the guided reading approach and in the direct 

instruction approach on the beginning-of-year non-fiction story.  Students in the guided 
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reading approach had slightly higher average comprehension scores on the beginning-of-

year non-fiction story than did students in the direct instruction approach. 

Figure 4 - 9.  Comprehension performance of guided reading and direct instruction 

students in the Independent/Instructional Level on the beginning-of-year non-fiction 

story. 

On the end-of-year non-fiction story, students in the guided reading approach 

continued to have higher average comprehension scores than did students in the direct 

instruction approach.  Revealed in Figure 4 - 10 are these results for the end-of-year non-

fiction story. 
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Figure 4 - 10.  Comprehension performance of guided reading and direct instruction 

students in the Independent/Instructional Level on the end-of-year non-fiction story. 

To determine whether a statistically significant difference was present in 

comprehension gains, a paired samples t-test was conducted between the beginning-of-

year non-fiction story and for the end-of-year non-fiction story for each school.  With 

respect to the guided reading approach, a statistically significant difference was not 

present, t(32) = 0.5768, p = .568.  In contrast to the gains noted previously for students on 

the fiction story, students demonstrated a slight decrease in their comprehension on the 

non-fiction stories.  Depicted below in Figure 4 - 11 are the average comprehension 

scores of students in the Independent/Instructional Level on beginning-of-year non-

fiction story and for the end-of-year non-fiction story. 
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Figure 4 - 11.  Comprehension performance of guided reading students in the 

Independent/Instructional Level on beginning-of-year non-fiction story and for the end-

of-year non-fiction story. 

Regarding direct instruction for this same analysis, a statistically significant result 

was also not yielded, t(20) = 1.2082, p = .241.  This result was not congruent with the 

results for students at this school for the fiction stories where statistically significant 

improvements in their performance were determined.  Similar to the students in the 

Independent/Instructional Level in the guided reading approach for the non-fiction 

stories, a slight decrease was observed in their average comprehension scores from the 

beginning-of-year non-fiction to the end-of-the year non-fiction stories.  Shown in Figure 

4 - 12 below are the average comprehension scores of students on the beginning-of-year 

non-fiction story and for the end-of-year non-fiction story. 
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Figure 4 - 12.  Comprehension performance of direct instruction students in the 

Independent/Instructional Level on beginning-of-year non-fiction story and for the end-

of-year non-fiction story. 

Similar to the analyses conducted for the fiction stories, separate analyses were 

performed for students in the Frustrational/Listening Level (i.e., students were unable to 

read the story independently, consequently they verbally answered the comprehension 

questions after listening to the story read to them).   These following data analyses are 

only for students who remained in the Frustrational/Listening Level.  Students who 

switched levels, from the Frustrational/Listening Level to the Independent/Instructional 

Level, are not included in these analyses.  Table 4 - 4 contains the average 

comprehension scores for students in the Frustrational/Listening Level on the beginning-

of-year non-fiction and end-of-year non-fiction stories for both reading approaches. 
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Table 4 - 4 

Descriptive Statistics for Comprehension Scores of Students in the 

Frustrational/Listening Level on the Beginning-of-Year Non-Fiction and End-of-Year 

Non-Fiction Stories for Guided Reading and Direct Instruction  

 n M SD 

Beginning-of-Year Non-Fiction Comprehension    

Guided Reading School 23 3.83 1.56 

Direct Instruction School 14 2.43 1.74 

End-of-Year Non-Fiction Comprehension    

Guided Reading School 23 2.61 1.34 

Direct Instruction School 14 1.29 0.99 

 

Similar to the average comprehension scores for students noted in Table 4 - 2, 

depicted in Figure 4 - 13 below are the average comprehension scores for students in the 

Frustrational/Listening level in both the guided reading and direct instruction approaches 

for the non-fiction stories.  Students in the guided reading approach had higher average 

comprehension scores than did students in the direct instruction approach on the 

beginning-of-year non-fiction story. 
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Figure 4 - 13.  Comprehension performance of guided reading and direct instruction 

students at the Frustrational/Listening Level on the beginning-of-year non-fiction story. 

Also present in Table 4 - 5 were the average comprehension scores for students in 

the Frustrational/Listening level in both the guided reading and direct instruction 

approaches for the end-of-year non-fiction story.  Students in the guided reading 

approach continued to have higher average comprehension scores than did students in the 

direct instruction approach on the end-of-year non-fiction story.  Revealed in Figure 4 - 

14 are the average comprehension scores for these groups of students on the end-of-year 

non-fiction story. 
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Figure 4 - 14.  Comprehension performance of guided reading and direct instruction 

students at the Frustrational/Listening Level on the end-of-year non-fiction story. 

To ascertain whether a statistically significant difference was present in 

comprehension gains for students at the Frustrational/Listening Level, a paired samples t-

test was conducted between the beginning-of-year non-fiction story and for the end-of-

year non-fiction story for each school.  With respect to the guided reading approach, a 

statistically significant difference was revealed, t(22) = 5.3796, p < .001, Cohen’s d = 

0.84 (Cohen, 1988).  This result was reflective of a large practical effect with respect to 

an average decrease for students in the Frustrational/Listening Level under the guided 

reading approach.  Presented below in Figure 4 - 15 are the average comprehension 

scores of students at the Frustrational/Listening Level on the beginning-of-year non-

fiction story and for the end-of-year non-fiction story. 
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Figure 4 - 15.  Comprehension performance of guided reading students at the 

Frustrational/Listening Level on beginning-of-year non-fiction story and for the end-of-

year non-fiction story. 

Regarding the direct instruction program, a statistically significant difference was 

also present, t(13) = 2.6553, p = .0198, Cohen’s d = 0.81 (Cohen, 1988).  This result was 

indicative of a large practical effect with respect to a decrease in the average 

comprehension gains for students in the Frustrational/Listening Level under the direct 

instruction approach.  Shown below in Figure 4 - 16 are the average comprehension 

scores of students at the Frustrational/Listening Level on the beginning-of-year non-

fiction story and for the end-of-year non-fiction story. 
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Figure 4 - 16.  Comprehension performance of direct instruction students at the 

Frustrational/Listening beginning-of-year non-fiction story and for the end-of-year non-

fiction story. 

From the beginning to the ending of the school year, some students made 

improvements in their reading performance.  As such, delineated in Table 5 are the 

numbers of students who began the school year at the Frustrational/Listening level and 

who progressed to the Independent/Instructional level at the end of the school.  Also 

revealed in this table are the numbers of these students who remained at the 

Frustrational/Listening level. 
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Table 4 - 5 

Summary of Comprehension Results on Fiction and Non-Fiction Stories for Students in 

the Guided Reading and Direct Instruction Programs 

Story Type and 

Reading Program 

Began in 

Frustrational/Listening 

Level in Beginning-of-

Year Fiction 

Progressed to 

Independent/Instructional 

Level by End-of-Year 

Fiction 

Did 

Not 

Change 

Levels 

Fiction Story    

Guided Reading 41 35 6 

Direct Instruction 40 29 11 

Non-Fiction Story    

Guided Reading 47 24 23 

Direct Instruction 45 31 14 

 

 

RESULTS FOR RESEARCH QUESTION TWO 

With respect to the second research question regarding differences in fluency 

gains as measured by the TPRI for first grade students taught using the guided reading 

program as compared to students taught using the direct instruction program, descriptive 

statistics are provided in Table 4 - 6 below for students’ fluency scores on the beginning-

of-year fiction story and for the end-of-year fiction story.  As revealed in Table 4 - 6, 

students in the guided reading approach had higher fluency scores on the beginning-of-

year fiction story than did students in the direct instruction approach.  Similar differences 

were also noted for fluency scores on the end-of-year fiction story. 
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Table 4 - 6 

Descriptive Statistics for Fluency Scores on the Beginning-of-Year Fiction and End-of-

Year Fiction for Guided Reading and Direct Instruction Approaches 

 n M SD 

Beginning-of-Year Fiction Fluency    

Guided Reading School 79 26.19 31.03 

Direct Instruction School 65 23.26 17.12 

End-of-Year Fiction Fluency    

Guided Reading School 79 76.99 41.90 

Direct Instruction School 65 60.62 35.49 

 

Depicted in Figure 4 - 17 below are the average fluency scores for students in the 

guided reading approach and in the direct instruction approach on the beginning-of-year 

fiction story.  Students in the guided reading approach had slightly higher average 

fluency scores on the beginning-of-year fiction story than did students in the direct 

instruction approach. 
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Figure 4 - 17.  Fluency performance of guided reading and direct instruction students on 

the beginning-of-year fiction story. 

On the end-of-year fiction story, students in the guided reading approach 

continued to have higher average fluency scores than did students in the direct instruction 

approach.  Revealed in Figure 4 - 18 are these results for the end-of-year fiction story. 
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Figure 4 - 18.  Fluency performance of guided reading and direct instruction students on 

the end-of-year fiction story. 

To determine whether a statistically significant difference was present in fluency 

gains, a paired samples t-test was conducted between the beginning-of-year fiction story 

and for the end-of-year fiction story for each school.  With respect to the guided reading 

approach, a statistically significant difference was present, t(78) = -18.3640, p < .001, 

Cohen’s d = 1.38 (Cohen, 1988).  This result was reflective of a large practical effect 

with respect to fluency for students under the guided reading approach.  Depicted below 

in Figure 4 - 19 are the average fluency scores of students on beginning-of-year fiction 

story and for the end-of-year fiction story. 
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Figure 4 - 19.  Fluency performance of guided reading students on beginning-of-year 

fiction story and for the end-of-year fiction story. 

Regarding direct instruction for this same analysis, a statistically significant result 

was also present, t(64) = -12.7225, p < .001, Cohen’s d = 1.34 (Cohen, 1988).  This result 

was also reflective of a large practical effect with respect to fluency gains for students 

under the direct instruction approach.  Shown in Figure 4 - 20 below are the average 

fluency scores of students on the beginning-of-year fiction story and for the end-of-year 

fiction story. 
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Figure 4 - 20.  Fluency performance of direct instruction students on beginning-of-year 

fiction story and for the end-of-year fiction story. 

Next, an analysis of student performance on the non-fiction stories was 

conducted.   Regarding differences in fluency gains as measured by the TPRI for first 

grade students taught using the guided reading program as compared to students taught 

using the direct instruction program, descriptive statistics are provided in Table 4 - 7 

below for students’ fluency scores on the beginning-of-year non-fiction story and for the 

end of year non-fiction story.  As revealed in Table 4 - 7, students in the guided reading 

approach had higher fluency scores on the beginning-of-year non-fiction story than did 

students in the direct instruction approach.  Similar differences were also noted for the 

end of year non-fiction story. 
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Table 4 - 7 

Descriptive Statistics for Fluency Scores on the Beginning-of-Year Fiction and End-of-

Year Non-Fiction for Guided Reading and Direct Instruction Approaches 

 n M SD 

Beginning-of-Year Non-Fiction Fluency    

Guided Reading School 79 24.13 32.17 

Direct Instruction School 64 16.44 26.27 

End-of-Year Non-Fiction Fluency    

Guided Reading School 79 56.22 45.24 

Direct Instruction School 64 50.62 33.79 

 

Depicted in Figure 4 - 21 below are the average fluency scores for students in the 

guided reading approach and in the direct instruction approach on the beginning-of-year 

non-fiction story.  Students in the guided reading approach had higher average fluency 

scores on the beginning-of-year non-fiction story than did students in the direct 

instruction approach. 
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Figure 4 - 21.  Fluency performance of guided reading and direct instruction students on 

the beginning-of-year non-fiction story. 

On the end-of-the year non-fiction story, students in the guided reading approach 

continued to have higher average fluency scores than did students in the direct instruction 

approach.  Revealed in Figure 4 - 22 are these results for the end-of-year non-fiction 

story. 
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Figure 4 - 22.  Fluency performance of guided reading and direct instruction students on 

the end-of-year non-fiction story. 

To determine whether a statistically significant difference was present in fluency 

gains, a paired samples t-test was conducted between the beginning-of-year non-fiction 

story and for the end of year non-fiction story for each school.  For the guided reading 

approach, a statistically significant difference was revealed, t(78) = -10.0756, p < .001, 

Cohen’s d = 0.82 (Cohen, 1988).  This result was indicative of a large practical effect.  

Students had a large increase in their fluency scores from the beginning-of-year non-

fiction story to their end-of-year non-fiction story.  Depicted below in Figure 4 - 23 are 

the average fluency scores of students on the beginning-of-year non-fiction story and for 

the end-of-year non-fiction story. 
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Figure 4 - 23.  Fluency performance of guided reading students on beginning-of-year 

non-fiction story and for the end-of-year non-fiction story. 

Regarding direct instruction for this same analysis, a statistically significant result 

was also yielded, t(63) = -11.8610, p < .001, Cohen’s d = 1.13 (Cohen, 1988).  This result 

was indicative of a large practical effect.   Similar to students in the guided reading 

approach, students had a large increase in their fluency scores from the beginning-of-year 

non-fiction story to their end-of-year non-fiction story.  Depicted below in Figure 4 - 24 

are the average fluency scores of students on the beginning-of-year non-fiction story and 

for the end-of-year non-fiction story. 
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Figure 4 - 24.  Fluency performance of direct instruction students on beginning-of-year 

non-fiction story and for the end-of-year non-fiction story. 

DESCRIPTION OF THE RESULTS 

With respect to the first research question regarding differences in comprehension 

gains as measured by the TPRI for first grade students taught using the guided reading 

program as compared to students taught using the direct instruction program, a summary 

of findings is presented in Table 4 - 7.  Specifically delineated in this table are whether or 

not the result was statistically significant, effect size, and the amount of gain in 

comprehension scores for students in each reading approach on the fiction stories.  As 

readers can determine from this table, the Independent/Instructional level students in both 

approaches made statistically significant gains in their comprehension scores, as large 

effect sizes were present for both reading approaches. 
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Table 4 - 8 

Summary of Comprehension Results on Fiction Stories for Students in the Guided 

Reading and Direct Instruction Programs 

Story Type and Reading Program Statistically 

Significant Result 

Cohen’s d Amount of 

Gain 

Fiction Story Comprehension for  

Independent/Instructional Students 

   

Guided Reading .001 1.069 0.45 

Direct Instruction .001 1.106 1.46 

Fiction Story Comprehension for 

Frustrational/Listening Level Students 

   

Guided Reading .068 1.618 2.20 

Direct Instruction .0176 1.14 1.64 

 

Next, a summary of student performance on the non-fiction stories is presented in 

Table 4 - 9.  Statistically significant gains were revealed for only two of the four analyses 

for the Non-Fiction stories.  For students at the Frustrational/Listening Level, they 

demonstrated statistically significant decreases in their comprehension scores from the 

beginning of the year non-fiction to the end of year non-fiction stories.  Results for the 

non-fiction stories were not congruent with results for the fiction stories.  Students 

demonstrated gains in comprehension scores for the fiction stories whereas they 

demonstrated losses in comprehension scores for the non-fiction stories. 
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Table 4 - 9 

Summary of Comprehension Results on Non-Fiction Stories for Students in the Guided 

Reading and Direct Instruction Programs 

Story Type and Reading Program Statistically 

Significant Result 

Cohen’s d Amount of 

Gain 

Non-Fiction Story Comprehension    

Guided Reading .568 None -0.18 

Direct Instruction .241 None -0.48 

Non-Fiction Story Comprehension for 

Frustrational/Listening Level Students 

   

Guided Reading .001 0.84 -1.22 

Direct Instruction .0198 0.81 -1.14 

 

With respect to the second research question regarding differences in fluency 

gains as measured by the TPRI for first grade students taught using the guided reading 

program as compared to students taught using the direct instruction program, a summary 

of results is revealed in Table 4 - 10.  Specifically delineated in this table are whether or 

not the result was statistically significant, effect size, and the amount of gain in fluency 

scores for students in each reading approach on the fiction and non-fiction stories.  As 

readers can determine from this table, students in both approaches made statistically 

significant gains in their fluency scores, as large effect sizes were present for both 

reading approaches.  Also revealed in this table is that the fluency gains were larger on 

the fiction stories than on the non-fiction stories. 
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Table 4 - 10 

Summary of Fluency Results on Fiction and Non-Fiction Stories for Students in the 

Guided Reading and Direct Instruction Programs 

Story Type and Reading Program Statistically 

Significant Result 

Cohen’s d Amount of 

Gain 

Fiction Story Fluency    

Guided Reading .001 1.38 50.80 

Direct Instruction .001 1.34 37.36 

Non-Fiction Story Fluency    

Guided Reading .001 0.82 32.09 

Direct Instruction .001 1.13 34.18 

  

 

 



 

 

CHAPTER 5 

Conclusions 

OVERVIEW OF STUDY 

Literacy is the most critical skill that students must achieve in school. Murphy 

(2004) emphasized the importance of literacy development when he stated: 

Those children who develop robust literacy skills are likely to enjoy 

productive educational experiences.  Those who do not develop a rich 

portfolio of literacy skills in preschool and the primary grades are likely to 

find school a disheartening place.  It is youngsters who lack needed 

literacy skills, that is those who struggle to read, who populate lower level 

tracks in secondary schools, cluster in special and remedial programs, and 

disproportionately leave school prior to graduation…If the goal of 

schooling is to maximize opportunity for youngsters who exit our 

educational institutions, literacy, to a large extent in the calculus of that 

opportunity. (p. 68) 

Furthermore, life choices are more plentiful for students who have 

developed early literacy skills and have refined those skills as they matriculate to 

post-secondary education (Wood, 2005).  “Especially noteworthy is the fact that 

many of those doors lead to productive and economically rewarding careers” 

(Murphy, 2004, p. 67). 

The importance of an instructional leader’s understanding of what defines 

effective reading instruction in the primary grades cannot be understated 

(Rightmyer, McIntyre, & Petrosko, 2006).  Wood (2005) stated, “The swing 
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toward higher expectations and universal, measureable standards for primary 

grade children and their teachers has profoundly affected early literacy instruction 

throughout the United States” (p. 30).  These expectations coupled with the 

understanding that children are entering school with a wide variance of reading 

readiness levels have placed tremendous emphasis on the ability of instructional 

leaders to develop and lead literacy programs that provide high levels of sustain 

student achievement (Gellerman, 1949).  

The National Reading Panel produced a report that revealed five areas of an 

effective reading program: 

 phonemic awareness 

 fluency 

 vocabulary 

 phonics 

 comprehension (Report of the National Reading Panel, 2000) 

The two elements of reading instruction that are most critical to in development of 

effective readers are fluency and comprehension (Fountas & Pinnell, 1996).  

The school district in which this study occurred has attempted to face the 

challenge of early reading program identification by narrowing its literacy instruction 

into a singular program - guided reading.  Traditionally, this school district has provided 

each building principal the discretion to choose the early literacy program that he/she 

feels best suits the needs of students.  However, this attempt to unify literacy instruction 

has come with much contention from building leaders and teachers who favor the direct 

instruction program.  In this investigation, the extent to which differences in outcomes 
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that the two reading instructional programs had on the fluency and comprehension of first 

grade students from two schools in this large, diverse, and economically disadvantaged 

school district was addressed. 

The reading instructional program used in School A was guided reading.  Guided 

reading is defined as an instructional reading setting that allows teachers to work with 

students in small groups to assist them in developing the necessary skills to process text 

with comprehension effectively (Fountas, 2001).  In the guided reading setting, students 

are assessed for reading levels and are grouped accordingly.  The small group setting 

provides the opportunity for teachers to individualize the teaching of specific reading 

strategies.  Suits (2003) indicated that guided reading groups are unique in that the focus 

is on the instruction of reading strategies that help students comprehend text at an 

independent level.  In the guided reading setting teachers are provided the opportunity to 

provide texts that will slightly challenge students.  As students read the teacher must 

monitor and provide immediate corrective strategies as needed (Iaquinta, 2006).  The 

ultimate goal is for students to develop strategies to comprehend written text and utilize 

those strategies for effective independent reading (Fountas & Pinnell, 1996). 

Fountas and Pinnell (1996) emphasized that guided reading instruction must: 

 consist of small groups of students with similar reading abilities; 

 reading assistance is provided with the goal of helping students 

develop independent reading strategies; 

 each child reads the whole text independently and silently; 

 reading difficulty of the text must become increasingly more difficult; 

and 
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 groups are dynamic - students are frequently regrouped based on 

ability. 

Iaquinta (2006) added that the grouping of students with similar text experiences, 

learning needs, and the ability to process text is the most important element of guided 

reading.  This differentiated structure of guided reading best defines guided reading’s 

primary purpose to develop a child’s ability to read independently for meaning (Ford & 

Opitz, 2008).  

The reading instructional approach utilized at School B was direct instruction. 

Direct instruction involves teacher-directed, skills-oriented instructional practices 

(Carnine & Thomas B. Fordham Foundation, 2000).  The use of small-group instruction 

with scripted lessons that are carefully and strategically developed is the basis for the 

direct instruction.  Skills are prioritized and broken down into small units, sequenced 

deliberately, and taught explicitly (Traub & Thomas B. Fordham Foundation, 1999). 

The direct instruction model has three components that provide a broad definition 

of the instructional expectations of the program (Slocum, 2004).   

1. Direct Instruction provides a detailed approach to how curriculum should 

be organized and what elements should be taught.  

2. Direct Instruction includes a specific set of lessons that gradually and 

strategically introduce new skills. 

3. Direct Instruction provides detailed protocols to guide the interactions 

between teachers and students. 
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Gersten (1986) provided a more specific perspective of direct instruction by 

providing the following seven major features specifically focused on the application of 

the model.  

1. Strategy instruction should be explicit with each step of the process 

fully detailed. 

2. Student mastery of each step of the process is expected. 

3. Processing errors and subsequent problem-solving strategies should be 

noted and modeled. 

4. Teacher-directed assistance should be gradually reduced resulting in 

independent work. 

5. Multiple examples of systematic practice must be provided to students. 

6. Progress should be reviewed cumulatively. 

7. Planning of instruction should anticipate student errors and include the 

necessary adjustments. (p. 5) 

The extent to which the components of each program were implemented drove the 

selection of the two campuses.  Training and teacher support were the factors used to 

determine the fidelity of the implementation of the two programs.  Teachers at both 

schools received extensive training on the requirements and procedures for program 

implementation.  Additionally, one skills specialist was employed by each campus 

specifically for their expertise in the reading program.  The skills specialists’ 

responsibilities were to provide on-going training and support for the first grade teachers.  

At each school, teachers met once a week with the skills specialist to receive training and 

collaboratively discuss best practices. 
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A quantitative approach was used to determine the influence of each instructional 

program on student reading achievement.  A nonequivalent group research design was 

used in this quasi-experimental investigation.  Students were not randomly selected and 

were heterogeneously grouped by the administration of each school.  The outcomes used 

to determine the effects of the two instructional programs were measured by the Texas 

Primary Reading Inventory.  All first grade students at School A and School B were 

administered the TPRI three times during the 2010-2011 school year.  The treatments 

took place between the beginning of year and end of year test administration and lasted 

approximately 28 weeks.  Data were analyzed using paired samples t-test to compare the 

mean TPRI scores for fluency and comprehension before (pre-test) and after (post-test) 

the treatments took place.  

The following research questions were addressed in this investigation: 

Research Question One: What is the difference in comprehension gains as 

measured by the TPRI for first grade students taught using the guided reading program as 

compared to students taught using the direct instruction program? 

Research Question Two: What is the difference in fluency gains as measured by 

the TPRI for first grade students taught using the guided reading program as compared to 

students taught using the direct instruction program? 

DISCUSSION OF RESULTS 

To determine whether statistically significant differences were present in 

comprehension and fluency gains, paired samples t-tests were conducted between the 

beginning-of-year TPRI results and for the end-of-year TPRI results for each school.  

Separate comprehension analyses were conducted for students in the 
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Independent/Instructional Level and for students in the Frustrational/Listening Level.  

Students who switched levels, from the Frustrational/Listening Level to the 

Independent/Instructional Level, were not included in the analyses.   

In reference to the first research question regarding differences in comprehension 

gains, statistically significant improvements in performance on fiction stories were 

identified in both reading programs.  With respect to the guided reading approach, a 

statistically significant difference was present, t(36) = -5.0975, p < .001, Cohen’s d = 

1.069 (Cohen, 1988).  This result was reflective of a large practical effect with respect to 

comprehension gains for students under the guided reading approach.  Regarding direct 

instruction for this same analysis, a statistically significant result was also present, t(25) = 

-5.5882, p < .001, Cohen’s d = 1.106 (Cohen, 1988).  This result was also reflective of a 

large practical effect with respect to comprehension gains for students under the direct 

instruction approach.  The end-of-year mean results for fiction stories demonstrated that 

students in the Independent/Instructional Level taught with the direct instruction program 

had larger gains (1.46) than students in the guided reading program (0.45).  Conversely, 

the end-of-year mean results for fiction stories demonstrated that students in the 

Frustrational/Listening Level in the guided reading program had larger gains (2.20) 

compared to students in the direct instruction program (1.64).  Furthermore, the results 

indicate that the students in the guided reading program achieved higher average 

outcomes (5.64) than did students in the direct instruction program (4.42).   

Statistically significant improvements could not be consistently concluded for 

non-fiction stories as comprehension results decreased in both programs from the 

beginning-of-year to the end-of-year.  With respect to the guided reading approach, a 



98 

 

statistically significant difference was not present, t(32) = 0.5768, p = .568.  In contrast to 

the gains noted previously for students on the fiction story, students demonstrated a slight 

decrease in their comprehension on the non-fiction stories.  Regarding direct instruction 

for this same analysis, a statistically significant result was also not yielded, t(20) = 

1.2082, p = .241.  This result was not congruent with the results for students at this school 

for the fiction stories where statistically significant improvements in their performance 

were determined.  Similar to the students in the Independent/Instructional Level in the 

guided reading approach for the non-fiction stories, a slight decrease was observed in 

their average comprehension scores from the beginning-of-year non-fiction to the end-of-

the year non-fiction stories.  However, end-of-year non-fiction mean comprehension 

results, similar to the fiction results, confirmed that students in the guided reading 

program continued to achieve at higher rates (4.79) than the students in the direct 

instruction program (3.57).  

With respect to the second research question regarding differences in fluency 

gains, students in the guided reading program (fiction 50.80, non-fiction 32.09) and 

students in the direct instruction program (fiction 37.36, non-fiction 34.18) made 

statistically significant gains in their fluency scores, as large effect sizes were present for 

both reading approaches.  Also revealed from the results was that the mean fluency 

outcomes were considerably higher for students in the guided reading program (fiction 

76.99, non-fiction 60.22) compared to students in the direct instruction program (fiction 

56.22, non-fiction 50.22). 

Both reading programs produced statistically significant gains in comprehension 

and fluency outcomes.  However, students in the guided reading program consistently 



99 

 

outperformed students in the direct instruction program.  The key similarity in the 

structure of the two programs is the use of small group instruction.  A considerable 

difference is the differentiated structure of the guided reading program.  It is the author’s 

belief that the differentiated instructional strategies of the guided reading program had the 

most significant impact on student outcomes.  To support this assertion, Fountas and 

Pinnell (1996) stated: 

You [the teacher] create a learning zone for your students when you 

carefully select and introduce a text, support and interact briefly with them 

during reading, and teach them with clarity after reading.  You are making 

it possible for students not only to read a more difficult text but also to 

reflect on the text, understand it and use it as way of learning more about 

reading.  In a Vygotskian sense, guided reading makes it possible to teach 

at the cutting edge of students; understanding.  Your support is light.  You 

do not take the problem solving away from the student; instead, your 

teaching helps students read more productively and intensively. (p. 192) 

Clearly documented in the literature is that as student populations continue to 

change and reading standards continue to increase, it is imperative that our teachers 

understand their responsibility to provide responsive instruction that truly finds a match 

to their students’ learning needs and preferences.  The process to implementing and 

maintaining this framework for instruction effectively is difficult and will not come 

without resistance.  However, if instructional leaders effectively communicate the basis 

for a new vision of instruction, teachers will embrace the importance of knowing each 

student’s learning needs and the essential characteristics of differentiated instruction so 
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that ultimately learning gaps in reading development can be eliminated and overall 

achievement levels can increase.  

IMPLICATIONS FOR SCHOOL LEADERS 

The No Child Left Behind Act mandates that all children must be reading 

successfully at grade-level standards by third grade.  These federal mandates, combined 

with research emphasizing the importance of effective early literacy instruction, have 

heightened the role of the instructional leader in regard to literacy.  The implication this 

research has on school leadership is apparent through the study’s intent to accentuate the 

ability for principals to become productive literacy leaders.  The importance of the 

principal as the instructional leader is stressed in the educational leadership literature.  

However, rarely addressed in the research literature is the need for the principal to be a 

literacy leader (Dowell et al., 2012). 

Dowell et al. (2012) stated that the skills and knowledge necessary for effective 

literacy leadership are an important subset of instructional leadership that provide a 

framework that transcends all areas of leading for learning.  More specifically, Booth and 

Roswell (2007) concluded that high student outcomes in the area of early reading 

development are directly correlated to effective instructional leadership.  Instructional 

leaders who are considered to be efficacious literacy leaders are those individuals who 

have set a priority on literacy by developing an understanding of effective instructional 

strategies in reading, supporting teacher development, acquiring appropriately-leveled 

resources and evaluating program effectiveness.  Furthermore, an effective leader 

understands his/her impact in maintaining a positive culture and climate that is conducive 

to sustaining high-level literacy outcomes (MacNeil, Prater, & Busch, 2009).  MacNeil et 
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al. (2009) emphasized that impactful, lasting change in the practices and expectations of 

teachers is more powerful when the instructional leader focuses first on improving in the 

culture and climate of a school.  MacNeil et al. (2009) asserted that the role of the 

principal is critical in achieving a literacy-centered culture, “Ultimately the relationships 

that shape the culture and climate of the school are strongly influenced by the school 

principal.” (p. 4). 

This study provides a framework for instructional leaders to shape a literacy-

centered culture and develop the requisite priorities, specifically the understanding of 

quality reading instruction and the evaluation of early reading programs.  Multitudes of 

reading programs are available to address the needs of early readers.  A critical task for 

literacy leaders is to discern the effectiveness of these programs.  The research findings 

provide a structure that will positively influence the future reading instructional program 

selection for the district in which this study takes place.  

Zimmerman (2008) stated that elementary principals must have a general 

knowledge of all content areas, however many principals lack the in-depth knowledge of 

the elements of quality reading instruction to be considered literacy leaders.  This study 

sought to become a resource for the expansion of instructional leaders’ knowledge of 

literacy by identifying and describing key factors that are essential to early reading 

success.  More specifically, by analyzing the comprehension and fluency outcomes for 

first grade students who have been instructed in the guided reading program compared to 

the direct instruct program, the literacy leaders in the district the study was conducted are 

now able to determine the instructional strategies in each of the programs that best meet 
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students’ learning needs and provides the greatest opportunities for sustainable reading 

success.  

Improving reading is a core component of the reauthorization of the Elementary 

and Secondary Education Act – No Child Left Behind Legislation (2001).  The No Child 

Left Behind Act underlines the federal government’s pledge to develop proficient readers 

by the third grade through the use of research-based reading practices in the early grade 

levels (Nelson et al., 2003).  The expected outcome from this approach is to reduce or 

eliminate the number of students needing remedial reading assistance due to their 

exposure to ineffective reading instruction (Nelson et al., 2003).  Discussed in this review 

of the research literature was that no single program or pathway will entirely achieve 

literacy proficiency. Furthermore, school leaders are faced with diminishing revenues 

resulting in considerable budgetary restraints.  Due to these restraints, many school 

leaders often forced into choosing and mandating one approach or program for teaching 

literacy.  The mitigating factors for the selection of the program may be based on 

financial restraints rather than best practice for student achievement in reading.   The 

results of this study could have a significant contribution to school leaders in that the 

instructional practices in the guided reading program were identified to have a significant 

impact on reading fluency and comprehension.  These practices are methodological and 

not a result of a cost prohibited commercial program:  

 grouping students with similar reading abilities; 

 providing reading assistance with the goal of helping students develop 

independent reading strategies; 

 allowing each child to read the whole text independently and silently; 
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 providing reading text that becomes increasingly more; and 

 frequently regrouping students based on ability (Fountas & Pinnell, 

1996). 

Additionally the results of this study demonstrate for instructional leaders 

the importance of differentiated literacy instruction.  The practice of differentiated 

literacy instruction is an essential component of the guided reading Program.  At 

the core of the guided reading program is a framework that provides reading 

instruction in small groups, at the students’ reading levels.  This framework 

provides students the opportunity to engage in level-appropriate authentic reading.  

As a result students are more engaged and the understanding of the text increases.  

Another significant challenge that the No Child Left Behind Act presents 

to school leaders is the increased focus on reading proficiency by the end of third 

grade for all students regardless of ethnicity or economic status.  It is vital that 

instructional leaders identify reading programs that produce sustained reading 

success for specific student groups.  More specifically, the implementation of 

these programs at the onset of reading instruction will greatly reduce the 

consequences of not attaining the expectations on the No Child Left Behind Act.  

In this investigation, two areas essential for reading success, fluency and 

comprehension, were identified as being significantly improved for all student 

subgroup populations.  

Effective and impactful instructional leaders are those individuals who 

placed literacy as a priority and in turn create literacy-centered cultures.  For the 

leaders who are struggling with the development of this priority due to lack of 
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knowledge and understanding of the components of a quality literacy program, 

this study sought to be a beneficial resource.  Provided for in this study is a 

framework for literacy leaders to lead, model and coach literacy best practices 

with confidence, and in turn produce high levels of reading achievement. 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FURTHER ACTION 

Based on the findings of this study the following recommendations are made for 

further action: 

1. Teachers must be provided with high quality professional development that is 

relevant to the literacy instructional challenges they are encountering.  Murphy 

(2004) stated, “Schools that are effective in bringing all students to high levels of 

mastery in the area of reading are often especially adept at building capacity.” (p. 

92).   Professional development should not only serve as a method to improving 

the quality of guided reading instruction, but to provide a broad spectrum of best 

practices in literacy instruction.  To ensure relevancy, teachers must be involved 

in determining the needs for professional development. Additionally, professional 

development must be data driven so to improve instructional practices targeted on 

the needs of students.  Professional development must be strategically developed 

and sequenced in an on-going manner.  A coaching model is recommended to 

ensure that best practices are being employed by teachers.  Lead teachers should 

be selected to become literacy leaders/coaches who will monitor implementation 

of best practices and provide feedback and assistance when needed.  

2. The findings of this study showed a decrease in mean results for the non-fiction 

comprehension assessments.  Enhanced utilization of non-fiction or expository 
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reading materials is recommended.  It is recommended that financial resources are 

dedicated to expanding the non-fiction materials available to classroom teachers. 

3. Reading instruction should be thoroughly integrated across the curriculum. 

Teachers in all content areas should be trained to utilize effective literacy 

strategies into their daily instruction.  This use of effective literacy strategies can 

be achieved through the use of reading response journals, paired readings, 

assignments with opened-ended questions, and teacher read-alouds. 

4. Instructional leaders should design and implement school-wide models for teacher 

collaboration.  It is critical that time should be devoted for the specific purpose of 

allowing teachers to determine the barriers for literacy development of struggling 

readers and problem solve for solutions that will yield results.  “Collaborative 

teams offer teachers the tools they need to become better, more effective 

teachers.” (Gamble, 2008 p. 17).  Collaborative teams should also serve as data 

teams.  This opportunity will allow teachers to collectively analyze student 

performance data and to formulate a plan to address student needs. 

5. The principal should form a team of literacy leaders at each campus.  Literacy 

leaders should be a team of teachers who have demonstrated excellence in the 

area of reading instruction.  The literacy leaders should receive extensive training 

of literacy instruction best practices.  Literacy leaders should then serve as the 

front-line resources for effective literacy instruction.  Literacy leaders should act 

as facilitators for collaborative planning sessions and literacy coaches for 

struggling teachers. 
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6. The integration of guided reading and direct instruction practices should be 

explored.  The findings of this study demonstrated that both programs proved to 

have significant impact on fluency and comprehension gains.  Even though the 

outcomes of students in the guided reading program were higher, direct 

instruction could serve as a targeted intervention program.  The explicitly 

sequenced nature of the direct instruction program could serve as an excellent 

resource for students who are struggling with the phonemic awareness component 

of reading development.  Literacy leaders would need to be trained in both 

programs.  The literacy leaders could then serve as resource to assist teachers in 

the integration of the two programs as well as serving as interventionists for direct 

instruction. 

7. Reading achievement is positively impacted when parents create a literate 

environment at home (Murphy, 2004).  Activities should be planned so that 

parents and can become active participants in their child’s reading development. 

The most impactful activity should be frequent parent-teacher conferences. 

Teachers should make it a priority to keep parents informed regarding their 

child’s strengths and weaknesses in reading development.  Additionally, parents 

should be provided with resources and guidance in ways they can support the 

school’s literacy efforts.  

8. Financial resources must be allocated appropriately to provide teachers the 

resources necessary for successful literacy instruction.  Such resources may 

include leveled readers, classroom libraries, literature representing many genres 

and supplemental intervention materials. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS  FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 

Based on the findings of this study the following recommendations are made for 

further research: 

1. The results of this study reflect the aggregated outcomes of all students.  It is 

recommended that further research be conducted on the impact of ethnicity, 

economic status, and/or English language proficiency on the fluency and 

comprehension outcomes of first grade students. 

2. “Successful school principals comprehend the critical role that the organizational 

culture plays in developing a successful school.” (MacNeil et al., 2009, p. 2).  A 

causal relational study should be conducted to investigate the role of the principal 

in shaping a productive literacy-centered culture. 

3. An investigation of literacy practices that yield high results in kindergarten could 

provide crucial information.  A study on the relationship between literacy 

readiness levels and instructional programs could indicate the programs that have 

the differentiated structure to address the needs of kindergarten students. 

4. Indicated in the literature was the presence of considerable variance in the 

perception of instruction leaders regarding factors that constitute literacy 

readiness (Nielsen & Monson, 1996).  A study in which the perceptions of 

educators are explored on the maturation levels needed for beginning literacy 

instruction could be beneficial to curricular development. 

5. A longitudinal study in which the performance of students in multiple reading 

programs is tracked from first grade through third grade is recommended. TPRI 

results could be compared to indicate student growth from year-to-year.  
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Moreover, the results would indicate what program that produced the highest 

number of students reading on grade level by the end of third grade. 

6. The sole focus of this study was on student results.  Collecting the perceptions of 

teachers about the qualities of the guided reading and direct instruction program 

would be interesting to determine if teacher attitudes influence the fidelity of 

program implementation and student performance. 

7. This study was conducted with two sample schools that consisted of high numbers 

of economically disadvantaged students.  It is recommended that this study be 

replicated with a larger sample of students spanning all economic levels. 

CONCLUSION 

The No Child Left Behind Act was initially regarded as a roadmap for significant 

improvement in the education of American children.  Casbergue and Bedford (2010) 

stated: 

It [NCLB] served to focus attention on accountability, commercially 

developed “scientifically research-based” instructional programs, explicit 

instruction, increased amounts of time devoted to “core subject areas” as 

defined by legislation and enhanced teacher qualifications intended to 

improve children’s academic performance. (p. 5) 

This legislation has placed significant emphasis on early literacy 

development by mandating the all children must be reading at grade level 

standard by the end of third grade.  Murphy (2004) stated, “Literacy is viewed as 

a seamless web of skills. Reading is not an activity confined to a block of time but 

a foundational activity that supports all major subjects.” (p. 89).  In this era of 
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heightened literacy accountability, legislation, and subsequent mandates the role 

of the principal as a literacy leader has been accentuated.  To become literacy 

leaders, principals need to develop specific literary knowledge (Dowell et al., 

2012).  The primary focus of this study was to evaluate the effectiveness of two 

prominent reading programs.  However, the underlying goal was to establish a 

framework to assist in building the literacy capacity of current and prospective 

leaders.  As a result of this work, the author advocates for more focused attention 

on the organizational development of literacy leadership.  This includes the 

deployment of frameworks, such as this study to guide the knowledge 

development of future and current principals.  

The framework of this study reinforces the common belief that literacy 

must be an established priority in our schools. To ensure successful literacy 

programs, instructional leaders must maintain an unwavering focus on reading 

(Dowell et al., 2012).  When this focus is established, it is evident through in 

interactions of students, teachers and leaders that reading is the most important 

skill to be mastered.  This literacy-centered culture is developed in many 

integrated ways all primarily shaped by the literacy leader.  Murphy (2004) 

defined a literacy-centered culture as “Effective schools that consciously pull the 

often diverse organizational components of a school into a system, a system that 

orbits around the literacy priority.” (p. 88).  

The literacy leader’s impact on student achievement is unparalleled.  This 

impact comes with tremendous responsibility.  The literacy leader must make 

certain that quality reading programs come to life (Murphy, 2004).  Providing 
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principals the resources to develop their literacy knowledge and ultimately create 

literacy-centered cultures will yield improved literacy outcomes for individual 

learners and our society.  When literacy-centered cultures are firmly embedded in 

our schools, a brighter future for American education and for American 

competiveness on the global stage appears to be within reach (Sawyer, 2010). 
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