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University of Pittsburgh, 2006

 

 

A single case study design was employed to describe the nature of one exemplary second grade 

teacher’s differentiated reading instruction. The teacher participant was selected from a group of 

exemplary teachers nominated from one rural school district in southwestern Pennsylvania.  

Data collection consisted of classroom observations, teacher interviews, and classroom 

artifacts. An analysis of the data revealed that the participating teacher differentiated the 

following aspects of small group reading instruction:  materials, time spent in small group 

meetings, lesson structure and focus, teacher talk, and post-reading assignments. Ongoing 

assessments were used as the basis for decision-making about how to differentiate each lesson.  

A microanalysis of teacher talk was conducted to provide insight regarding the nature of 

verbal scaffolding in the classroom. Teacher-student interactions were analyzed and coded at the 

level of utterance. The following categories were used to define the different types of talk used 

by the teacher to promote the independent use of strategies in reading:  direct explanation, 

explicit modeling, invitations to participate, clarification, verification, and telling. This analysis 

revealed that the needs of the children created changes in the way the teacher interacted with 

group members. 
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1.0  INTRODUCTION 

Children enter school with a variety of experiences and a range of ability levels. Students who 

have not been exposed to literate activities are often defined as “at risk” upon entrance to school. 

This range in ability does not disappear after the first year in school; all classrooms contain some 

range of student ability (Ornstein, 1995). If not addressed through appropriate instruction in the 

first years at school, this gap in knowledge widens (Allington, 1983; Stanovich, 1986; Rayner, 

Foorman, Perfetti, Pesesky, & Seidenberg 2002). Over several years, this can lead to a gap in 

achievement on standardized measures (McGill-Franzen, Zmach, Solic, & Zeig, 2006).  

The wide range of reading abilities possessed by students has long perplexed educators. 

A number of attempts have been made to address differences, including school-level remedial 

programs and national reform efforts. School-based intervention programs such as Reading 

Recovery®, Early Steps, Direct Instruction, and Lindamood-Bell have been used with promising 

results (American Federation of Teachers, 1999). Long-term interventions such as Title I or 

placement into Special Education programs have been solutions chosen to address the needs of 

some children, as well. The No Child Left Behind Act (U.S. Department of Education, 2001) is 

the latest national reform effort to address literacy instruction and the gap in achievement levels 

between high and low performing students. No Child Left Behind (NCLB) mandated that all 

children, regardless of ability, must be able to read by the end of grade three. One of the foci of 
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this reform effort is teacher accountability; it is the responsibility of the classroom teacher to 

ensure that all children are taught to read successfully and fluently.  

The challenge for teachers is complex:  faced with a wide range of student abilities, 

teachers must address the different reading levels, provide necessary and appropriate instruction, 

and ensure that all children will read and comprehend “grade level text.”  Studies have 

demonstrated that this cannot be accomplished by simply providing students with a common set 

of reading materials and lessons (Taylor, Peterson, Pearson, & Rodriguez, 2002a; McGill-

Franzen et al., 2006). In fact, the most successful teachers of literacy change lessons, materials, 

and instructional techniques to fit the needs of learners (Pressley et al. 1998; Taylor et al., 

2002a). 

A variety of studies conducted with exemplary literacy teachers have revealed a common 

list of necessary ingredients for effective literacy instruction, including small-group 

differentiated reading instruction. Taylor and colleagues found that the most effective teachers of 

literacy devoted more time to small group than whole group instruction (Taylor, Pearson, Clark, 

& Walpole, 2000; Taylor, Peterson, Pearson, &Rodriguez, 2002b). Pressley and colleagues 

echoed this finding when they reported that outstanding teachers of literacy used a combination 

of whole group, small group, and individualized instruction. These teachers also displayed 

“sensitivity” to individual student needs; that is, they differentiated instruction based on the 

needs of the children (Pressley, Rankin, & Yokoi, 1996; Pressley et al., 1998).     

It seems clear that one of the keys to bridging the achievement gap is to address the needs 

of individual learners. However, in a classroom of 20 or more children, individual instruction can 

be overwhelming. Thus, a variety of grouping patterns, utilized throughout the day’s instruction, 
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are recommended (Ornstein, 1995). Different grouping patterns can accommodate both the needs 

and strengths of individuals.  

Research suggests the need to address individual differences in reading instruction. 

Professional wisdom seems to echo this understanding. When asked to describe literacy 

instruction, teachers often report assigning students to smaller groups to meet specific needs of 

the learners. Even so, the majority of teachers utilize whole group instruction as their primary 

grouping arrangement during the literacy block (Moody & Vaughn, 1997; Schumm, Moody, & 

Vaughn, 2000). It is possible that teachers lack basic knowledge required to differentiate 

instruction. Perhaps they do not really know how to manage several groups simultaneously, or do 

not know what criteria to use in creating small groups. An additional problem may be that 

teachers are unsure of how to provide additional time in their schedule for children who need 

more instruction. Further, teachers may be overwhelmed by the complexity of teaching the 

process of reading differently to children, based on assessments of student ability. Even when 

teachers do recognize the need for certain instructional practices (e.g. differentiated instruction), 

previously set belief systems often prevent them from following the recommended practices 

(Richardson, Anders, Tidwell, & Lloyd, 1991; Raymond, 1997; Wiebe Berry, 2006). 

Small group instruction, while it is a necessary component to differentiating reading 

instruction, is not a simple solution. It is merely a beginning in the effort to level the playing 

field in reading achievement. It is not enough to teach one standardized lesson to several small 

groups of children in the classroom. The quality of the teaching and the content of the lesson are 

as important as the size of the group and the time spent instructing (Bloom, 1984; Slavin, 1987; 

Taylor et al., 2002a). According to Slavin (1987) the quality of instruction, appropriate level of 

instruction, motivation, and time allotted to tasks are all necessary components of instruction. 
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Each “is like a link in a chain, and the chain is only as strong as its weakest link” (p. 92).  

Exemplary teachers of literacy seem to understand this notion deeply; as a result, their 

instruction is as diverse as their learners. 

It is this diversity that has yet to be described in detail in literacy research. If teachers do 

understand the necessity for differentiating reading instruction, perhaps they avoid this type of 

instruction because of the very complexity involved in it. If provided with detailed descriptions, 

teachers may begin to understand how to apply differentiated teaching to the children in their 

classroom. Ultimately, if the individual needs of children are met, perhaps no child will be left 

behind. 

1.1 PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

The purpose of this study was to investigate and describe the nature of small group differentiated 

reading instruction in one exemplary second grade classroom. Research has shown that 

exemplary teachers do differentiate instruction; however, more information is needed. How do 

exemplary teachers differentiate?  This study addressed the decision-making process of one 

teacher, as she planned and conducted reading instruction.  

This investigation explored the method for introducing specific reading strategies to the 

whole class, as well as the manner in which individual student differences were addressed. The 

main focus, however, was the differentiation that occurred during small group reading 

instruction. Through reflective interviews the teacher described the criteria by which she formed 

her groups, introduced reading activities and strategies, and instructed the smaller groups within 

her classroom. All children in the participating second grade classroom were included in the 
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study, encompassing the range of abilities inherent in today’s classrooms. It is the differences in 

the instruction of each group, along with the teacher’s rationale for these differences, which were 

of primary interest. 

1.2 THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES 

This study was firmly grounded in the social constructivist theory of Lev Vygotsky (1978).  

According to this theory, knowledge is constructed through social interactions, especially with a 

more knowledgeable person. Vygotsky (1978) wrote, “Every function in the child’s cultural 

development appears twice:  first, on the social level, and later, on the individual level; first, 

between people (interpsychological) and then inside the child (intrapsychological). This applies 

equally to voluntary attention, to logical memory, and to the formation of concepts. All the 

higher functions originate as actual relationships between individuals” (p. 57). During literacy 

instruction, knowledge is mediated through the teacher, who gradually transfers control of the 

concepts (e.g. use of reading strategies) to the students (Wozniak, 1980). 

Integral to Vygotsky’s theory is what he described as the zone of proximal development 

(ZPD). Vygotsky defined the ZPD as “the distance between the actual developmental level as 

determined by independent problem solving and the level of potential development as determined 

through problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers” 

(Vygotsky, 1978, p. 86, author’s italics). A learner works within his or her ZPD when assistance 

is provided to complete the task. Through this assistance, or social mediation, the learner 

internalizes the expected behaviors, concepts, and/or strategies. Vygotsky argued that effective 

instruction occurs at the child’s ZPD, since this is where true learning transpires. 
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One tool used for the mediation of knowledge is language (Wertsch, 1985). The teacher, 

as a more knowledgeable other, uses oral language and spoken interactions as a means to guide 

and extend student learning (Mercer, 1995). But the teacher does not do this by merely providing 

information; the student learns by participating and engaging in conversation. It is through this 

conversation that guided problem solving occurs, which leads to learning. 

Bruner (1986) elaborated on the concept of ZPD by suggesting that the more 

knowledgeable person can “scaffold” the instruction for the learner. “Scaffolds” are supports the 

teacher puts in place to bridge the gap between the learner’s actual development level and the 

desired level of competency. It is through careful scaffolding that a child best learns while in the 

zone of proximal development. Instructional conversations, then, can be filled with verbal 

scaffolds.  The end goal is that the child will learn to engage in, and successfully complete, a 

literacy task independently.  

Teaching the process of reading is complex, even if individual differences are not 

considered. In addition, keeping all of the children in a classroom at their ZPD, and providing the 

necessary scaffolded instruction, is certainly a challenge.  It is vital that teachers distribute the 

class into smaller groups, in order to match children with other learners of like needs and 

abilities. Further, teachers must design reading lessons to address the individual differences 

within these groups.  
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1.3 SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY 

Classroom teachers, reading specialists, elementary school administrators, providers of 

professional development, and researchers will benefit from this investigation. The case study 

approach allows for a detailed description of differentiated reading instruction. In addition, the 

behaviors of the teacher, as well as the decisions made prior to, during, and after these decisions 

are described. This allows readers to “live in the shoes” of the selected classroom teacher, to be 

privy to the decisions she made during a typical period of reading instruction. Readers will gain 

valuable insight as to what the teacher did in order to meet the diverse needs of her students, and 

why she did it. Further, the exemplary teacher who was selected to be the subject of this study 

provided illustrations of differentiated teaching practices and her rationale for using them. 

 

1.4 RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

The investigation addressed the following research questions: 

1. What is the nature of small group differentiated reading instruction in an exemplary 

 second grade teacher’s classroom? 

2. What decisions does the teacher make before, during, and after the small group lessons?  

What data does the teacher use to differentiate instruction? 

3. What lesson components are constant across the groups?  What components are changed 

to suit the needs of the group? 

4. How is time used and managed in differentiated reading instruction? 
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1.5 DELIMITATIONS 

The aim of this study was to provide a detailed description of the literacy instruction conducted 

by one exemplary teacher. The results of this investigation cannot be generalized to encompass 

the practices of all exemplary teachers. Further, this study did not attempt to prove causality 

between teacher practices and student achievement. Finally, this study was not designed to 

define the one method that works best for all students and teachers.  

The researcher worked as a literacy consultant in the selected classroom prior to the 

investigation. As a result, a relationship between the participant and the researcher existed prior 

to the study. This could be considered advantageous, since “researchers in peripheral 

membership roles feel that an insider’s perspective is vital to forming an accurate appraisal of 

human group life” (Adler & Adler, 1994, p. 380). This prior relationship could also be 

considered delimitation to the study, since observer bias may result. This is something to be 

aware of and avoid when possible. Multiple data sources were triangulated in this study, in an 

effort to reduce the effects of observer bias. 
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1.6 DEFINITION OF TERMS 

Differentiated Instruction   

Responsive teaching, based on the needs, strengths, and interests of individual learners. 

Differentiated instruction is informed by assessment, and tailored to the needs and strength of 

learners. Differentiation can occur within a small group or with individuals. Teaching may be 

differentiated by adjusting time allotted to instruction, pacing of the lesson, materials used with 

students, personnel who support the lesson, and/or the approach to teaching. 

Exemplary Teacher   

For the purpose of this investigation, the term exemplary is best defined by a list of criteria 

(Appendix A). The criteria were formed through several research studies conducted to describe 

effective practices in literacy (Pressley et al., 1996; Pressley et al., 1998; Wharton-McDonald et 

al., 1998; Taylor et al., 2000; Taylor et al., 2002a; Taylor et al., 2002b). 

Grouping Patterns 

The method by which a teacher groups children for instruction. Examples include whole class, 

large group (8 or more students), small group (4-8 students), pairs, and individuals. 

Literacy Block   

Instructional time devoted to the teaching of reading and writing. 

Professional Wisdom 

Judgment acquired through experience; also the consensus viewpoint (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2002). 

Scaffold 

Supports the teacher puts in place to bridge the gap between the learner’s actual development 

level and the desired level of competency (Bruner, 1986). Verbal coaching, elaboration, or 
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graphic organizers used to prompt desired strategy/skill use are examples. It is through careful 

scaffolding that effective learning can occur in the ZPD. 

Social Constructivist Theory 

A theory of learning credited to Vygotsky (1978). According to this theory, knowledge is 

constructed through social interactions, especially with a more knowledgeable person. The 

learner and teacher both play an active role in the transmission of new information. The 

“knowledgeable other” serves as the expert; the learner is viewed as the apprentice. The expert 

gradually hands over responsibility for the desired action/strategy to the learner, as control over 

the behavior is gained. 

Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) 

The difference between mental development and learning.  This difference is what Vygotsky 

termed “the zone of proximal development. It is the distance between the actual developmental 

level as determined by independent problem solving and the level of potential development as 

determined through problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable 

peers” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 86, author’s italics). 

 

 

 

 

 

 10 



2.0  REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

This review of the relevant literature will provide a background and framework for the case 

study. Topics to explore include investigations into the nature of exemplary literacy instruction, 

research in differentiated reading instruction, and studies related to scaffolded instruction. 

2.1 EXEMPLARY LITERACY INSTRUCTION 

Educators and researchers have long grappled with the question of how to best teach children to 

read. Debates over different methods and approaches for teaching have been argued and 

empirically investigated. Such investigations have succeeded in providing evidence for particular 

methods (e.g. skills based or whole language) in literacy instruction; however, the complexities 

involved in literacy instruction could not be dealt with in these studies. One recent trend in 

research, emerging in the 1990’s, has focused on a different attempt to answering the question. 

Grounded in the tradition of process-product research on teaching (Gage & Needels, 1989; 

Teddlie, Kirby, & Stringfield, 1989) a number of studies have been conducted to examine 

effective literacy instruction in its entirety, as performed by exemplary classroom teachers. The 

rationale for these descriptive studies was a desire to investigate and analyze the instructional 

activities of expert teachers who have consistently succeeded in teaching most of their students 

to read and write during the school year. Such analysis, while it cannot prove causal relations 
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between teacher actions and student achievement, does reveal certain “ingredients” that 

consistently appeared in the classrooms of these teachers. 

Three major research efforts focused on exemplary literacy instruction are most often 

cited in the literature. Michael Pressley, along with colleagues from across the United States, 

published a series of studies which involved looking at the instructional practices of effective 

primary teachers, beginning in 1996. In 1998, the Center on English Learning and Achievement 

(CELA) published their first report in a series of studies concerning effective literacy instruction. 

Almost simultaneously, the Center for the Improvement of Early Reading Achievement (CIERA) 

began work on a series of investigations involving effective schools and accomplished teachers. 

Studies from these three major research groups will be discussed.  

2.1.1 Pressley and colleagues 

In an effort to gain understanding as to what effective teachers considered necessary components 

of literacy instruction, Pressley, Rankin, & Yokoi (1996) conducted a survey of 83 K-2 teachers. 

Fifty elementary reading supervisors, selected randomly from a database of members provided 

by the International Reading Association (IRA), were asked to nominate “effective” teachers 

from their buildings. Effective was defined as “successful in educating large proportions of their 

students to be readers and writers” (p. 366). The eighty-three teachers (out of 135 nominated) 

who were selected and agreed to participate came from 23 states, had varied educational 

backgrounds, and a mean of 16.7 years of experience in education (p. 366). 

The participants were asked to complete two questionnaires. The first was a request to 

submit three separate lists detailing essential components of literacy instruction for good readers, 

for average readers, and for poor readers. Eighty-three percent of the participants responded. The 
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researchers used the 300 practices elicited by this first questionnaire to develop a second 

questionnaire. This instrument asked teachers to rate the level of their frequency of use for each 

instructional practice, using a 7-point Likert Scale. Respondents were also asked to estimate time 

spent on certain activities and indicate whether specifically described practices were used in their 

work with students. The second questionnaire was sent to the 113 teachers who responded to the 

first questionnaire; 86 were completed and returned, for a 76 percent response rate. 

Questionnaire items were analyzed quantitatively by grade level. The specific types of analyses 

were not described in the published article. 

Teachers reported that their classrooms could be described as literate environments. 

Print, including original student work, was displayed around the room, classroom libraries were 

varied and extensive, and students were provided with time to read independently. General 

patterns for teaching processes were also described by these “expert” teachers: 

• Explicit modeling on a daily basis 

• Overt teaching of comprehension strategies occurred several times each week 

• Skills were taught in the context of authentic reading and writing activities    

• Literacy instruction was often integrated with other content areas  

The management of classroom activities was varied among the classrooms; teachers 

reported using a combination of whole group, small group, and individualized instruction. The 

participating teachers also reported a certain amount of “sensitivity” to individual needs; that is, 

they differentiated instruction based on the needs of the children. Assessments were used by 89 

percent of these teachers to identify the need areas, and instruction and/or pacing were adjusted 

as necessary (p. 373). In addition, most teachers described attempts to motivate the children in 

their classroom. 
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Pressley et al. (1996) concluded from the questionnaires that effective teachers in the 

primary grades balanced skills instruction with whole language practices. Further, the study 

indicated that it was through careful assessment, monitoring, and instructional balance that most 

children learn to read and write. 

One major limitation of the Pressley et al. (1996) study was that it was based entirely on 

self-report data. Self-report data can offer valuable information; however, participants may 

simply provide what they deem as desirable information to the researchers. There was also the 

possibility of selection bias in this study. While participants were selected randomly from a 

database, the list originated from the IRA. It was possible that most members of the IRA 

subscribed to a particular theoretical orientation regarding reading instruction and practices; 

therefore, the responses would not be representative of all exemplary teachers of reading.  

Wharton-McDonald, Pressley, and Hampston (1998) followed the above study with 

classroom observations and interviews of first grade teachers. Four suburban school districts, 

representing a variety of SES and ethnic/racial groups, volunteered to participate in the study. 

The IRA database was not used to elicit participation. As with Pressley et al. (1996), district 

language arts coordinators were asked to nominate the teachers. However, this time the names of 

both “exceptional” and “typical” teachers of literacy were requested. Again, the specific criteria 

for nominations was defined and described by the language arts supervisors, though the 

researchers did provide a list describing characteristics of exceptional literacy instruction. A total 

of nine teachers participated in the study.  

The data analyzed in this study consisted of classroom observations, teacher interviews, 

and classroom artifacts. The observations of literacy instruction were conducted approximately 

twice per month from December 1994 until June 1995. Each observation lasted one to two hours, 
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and was performed by the researchers conducting the study. Extensive field notes were recorded 

and discussed later among the researchers. Two separate “in-depth ethnographic” (p. 106) 

interviews were also conducted with the teachers. Interviews were audio taped and transcribed. 

Both observation field notes and interview transcripts were coded according to emerging 

categories of instruction, using one line of text as the level of analysis. Information that was 

uncovered from each data source supported the other; therefore, the coding system was 

consistent across the sources. 

Three sources of data were collected in an effort to measure student achievement:  

reading levels, writing levels, and engagement. Reading levels were determined by informal 

reading observations and writing levels were determined by analysis of writing samples. 

Engagement, measured by on-task behavior, was coded during the classrooms observations. The 

lack of standardized measures to assess achievement was one limitation of the study.  

Teacher effectiveness, termed “outstanding teachers” in this study, was defined in a 

manner similar to the Pressley et al. (1996) study. However, in the Wharton-McDonald et al. 

(1998) study, supervisors’ nominations were checked against student outcome achievement data. 

Based on the combination of these two elements the final analysis for the study was completed 

on a subset of three of the nine teachers, two of whom were originally nominated as 

“outstanding,” and one who was nominated as “typical.” The students placed in these three 

classrooms performed better than the others on the described achievement measures, and 

consistently demonstrated higher levels of engagement. It was these three teachers who were 

considered “highly effective” by Wharton-McDonald et al. (1998).  
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A list of characteristics used to distinguish highly effective teachers of literacy from 

average teachers resulted from the Wharton-McDonald et al. (1998) study. These teachers 

consistently: 

• Balanced and integrated explicit skill instruction with authentic reading and writing 

activities. 

• Provided children with many and varied opportunities to read and write authentic texts.  

• Packed classroom lessons with instructional density. “The teachers in this cluster 

integrated multiple goals into a single lesson” (p. 115).  

• Demonstrated an awareness of purpose. Lessons were planned and carried out with an 

awareness of why each activity was assigned. 

• Scaffolded instruction as needed. These teachers “seemed to be able to monitor student 

thought processes as they taught and interceded with just enough help to facilitate 

learning but not so much that they lost the flow of the lesson” (p. 116). In addition, the 

teachers effectively removed the scaffolding in these classrooms.  

• Encouraged self-regulation. Metacognitive strategies were taught, encouraged, and 

expected.  

• Held high expectations. These teachers expected success in literacy from their students.  

• Were masters in classroom management, which led to high levels of student 

engagement. The three identified teachers juggled time, resource people, materials, 

student behaviors, and planned activities expertly. 

Many of the findings confirmed the results from Pressley et al.’s (1996) survey study; 

much of what excellent teachers claimed they were doing in the first study was observed in the 

follow-up study. The populations were different in both studies, yet the answers were consistent. 
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In both studies there was evidence that a complex array of teacher behaviors, as well as teacher-

student interactions, were required to achieve quality and effective literacy instruction. No one 

method or approach emerged as the best way to teach reading. It seemed, based on the findings 

of these studies, that a combination of several factors was most effective when teaching reading 

and writing. 

2.1.2 Center on English Learning and Achievement (CELA) 

Informed by the surveys conducted by Pressley et al. (1996) and the observations conducted by 

Wharton-McDonald et al. (1998), Michael Pressley led the group at CELA in a “constructive 

replication” of the Wharton-McDonald et al. (1998) study (Pressley et al., 1998, p. 3).  A 

limitation to Wharton-McDonald et al. (1998) study was that all of the participants came from 

the same region of the United States. Therefore, the student population was an entirely suburban, 

mostly mid-upper SES population. It could be concluded that the common characteristics found 

among the teachers in the study resulted from local teaching mandates, pressures, and/or 

guidelines. In an effort to control for this, the study was replicated in five different regions across 

the United States. The five areas chosen represented a variety of racial/ethnic and SES groups. 

Pressley et al. (1998, 2001) conducted a study involving 30 first grade teachers, 

nominated in the same manner as the Wharton-McDonald et al. (1998) study. Again, teachers 

were categorized as either “outstanding” or “typical,” and observations were conducted to 

determine the most effective teacher at each of the five site. Observation field notes were initially 

analyzed for the common characteristics found in exemplary literacy teaching in the previous 

studies conducted by Pressley et al. (1996) and Wharton-McDonald et al. (1998). Ten teachers 

were the subjects of the final analyses. 
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The observation procedures for this study were similar to the Wharton-McDonald et al. 

(1998) study; extensive field notes were recorded during each one to two hour observation of 

literacy instruction. However, there were between two and five trained observers at each site. 

Although the number varied between sites (due to financial and time resource availability) the 

presence of several observers increased the inter-rater reliability. Also, because of the total 

number of observers, there was great variability in the beliefs about literacy instruction, which 

helped to confirm objectivity in the conclusions. Because of this variety, the possibility of 

researcher bias was more limited in this study than in the previous studies. Data from the 

observations were collected and analyzed simultaneously (grounded theory), with attention 

focused on teaching processes, materials, and student performance. New understandings were 

sought to add to the list of previously determined characteristics of effectiveness. 

Teacher interviews were a second source of data collected by Pressley et al. (2001). 

Again, the interviews were modeled after the Wharton-McDonald et al. (1998) study. Data from 

the interviews were coded using the same technique as the observations, and then triangulated 

with the data from the observations. It is through this process that the identification of the five 

most effective teachers and five least effective teachers of each locale was made, and a 

description of effective teachers emerged. 

Teachers in the less effective classrooms shared some of the characteristics found in the 

most effective classrooms, a finding that emerged in the Wharton-McDonald et al. (1998) study 

as well. Still, a number of teaching characteristics unique to the most effective teachers in each 

region did materialize:   

• Excellent classroom management 

• Positive, reinforcing, cooperative environment 

 18 



• Balance of skills instruction and whole language practices 

• Scaffolded instruction 

• High expectations 

• Encouragement of self-regulation 

• Strong connections across the curriculum  

Again, the results of all three of these studies provided evidence of the complex nature of 

literacy instruction. While many of the characteristics were consistently observed in the 

classrooms of exemplary teachers, variety in the use of teaching strategies was evident as well. 

The teachers in all three studies either discussed student monitoring or were observed performing 

such activities. Teachers reported that instruction was informed through their assessments. 

Therefore, teaching decisions were not based solely on a predetermined formula, but were based 

on the knowledge of literacy processes and individual students. 

Morrow, Tracey, Woo, and Pressley (1999) published information from their portion of 

the above study, conducted in New Jersey. The participants in this portion of the study included 

six first grade teachers who were identified as exemplary by their supervisors. What was 

interesting was the diversity of the student population in this study; 50 percent of the children 

were Caucasian, 20 percent were African American, 10 percent were Hispanic, 10 percent were 

Asian, and 10 percent were from various other backgrounds (Morrow et al., 1999). In addition, 

most children came from middle or lower middle-income groups (p. 464). The results were 

consistent with CELA’s overall study, confirming that the characteristics of effectiveness in 

literacy teaching transcended a specific racial/ethnic or SES group. Again, exemplary teachers: 

• Created literate environments for their students,  

• Planned for a variety of grouping arrangements during the literacy block 
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• Explicitly taught skills within the context of authentic reading and writing 

• Were experts at classroom management 

• Possessed high expectations for their students 

• Provided a wide variety of literacy instruction  

• Were aware of their teaching philosophies and could provide a rationale for the literacy 

events that they had planned. 

 Further, Morrow et al. (1999) went on to assert that exemplary teachers provided 

students with a happy, warm and caring environment and the teachers enjoyed a collaborative, 

supportive relationship with one another. 

2.1.3 Center for the Improvement of Early Reading Achievement (CIERA) 

In 1997, a team of researchers from CIERA launched a series of national studies on the literacy 

practices of “effective” teachers in the primary grades (Taylor et al., 2000). The purpose of their 

original study was to identify and describe teaching practices in high-achieving, high-poverty 

schools; in essence, to build a description of what the most effective teachers of literacy do to 

ensure success of the most at-risk children. Because of the at-risk population of students, this 

would add to the body of knowledge that was growing through the similar studies conducted by 

Pressley, et al (1996), Wharton-McDonald et al. (1998) and the CELA studies. 

The participants from the study (Taylor et al., 2000) included teachers in grades K-3 from 

fourteen schools across the United States. Eleven teachers in the fourteen schools were alike in 

that they had all been recently involved in the implementation of reading achievement reform 

efforts and they were all “producing higher-than-expected results in reading with low-income 
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populations” (p. 126).  Three additional schools were recruited to serve as control schools. The 

populations in these schools were similar; however, the control schools had not implemented 

reform, nor had they experienced high levels of achievement. 

Two teachers in each grade (K-3) were nominated by each building principal as either 

good or excellent teachers of literacy.  As with the Wharton-McDonald et al. (1998) study, not 

all teachers who were nominated as excellent proved to be the exemplary teachers in the study. 

Following selection of the schools, the term “exemplary” was defined by the level of 

achievement gained on reading measures used by the researchers (see student outcome 

measures), in conjunction with the gain in scores on the district achievement tests. Four schools 

from the study stood out as the most effective, six were identified as moderately effective, and 

four more were determined to be the least effective. 

Principals at the school participated in the study beyond the initial teacher nomination; 

each principal responded to a survey, participated in an interview, and provided demographic 

information regarding their schools. Participants in the study also included two low and two 

average students who were selected from each classroom in order to collect achievement data. 

The data sources for the Taylor et al. (2000) study included fall and spring student 

outcome measures comprised of standardized letter identification and phonemic awareness 

measures (grades K-1), word lists (grade 1), QRI-II (grades 1-3), and a holistic retell rubric 

(grades 1-3). Pre and post measures were taken to assess reading growth. The utilization of 

standardized outcome measures was different from the Wharton-McDonald et al (1998) study, 

which strengthened the validity of CIERA’s results.  

In addition to the achievement measures, classroom observations were conducted, 

utilizing the CIERA School Change Classroom Observation Scheme (2000). Literacy events 
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were recorded in narrative notes over five minute time segments by trained observers; the notes 

were coded using a priori categories following each five minute segment. A third data source 

consisted of teacher logs. For two weeklong periods, teachers documented the amount of time 

spent on various literacy activities. Principals and teachers completed surveys regarding literacy 

instruction. In addition, all principals and a sample of teachers participated in interviews with 

members of the research team.  

Both quantitative and descriptive analyses were conducted at the school and classroom 

level. Because of the nature of this case study, only the classroom level analyses will be 

discussed. Categories considered at this level included  

• Home communication (as reported on surveys) 

• Student time on task (from observations) 

• Preferred teacher interaction style (from observations) 

• Time spent on reading instruction/activities (from teacher logs) 

• Approaches to word recognition and comprehension instruction (from observations) 

Two experts in teacher supervision read all of the observation notes. Using a checklist of 

elements of effective literacy instruction (based partially on the work of Pressley et al., 1996 and 

Wharton-McDonald et al., 1998) these experts assigned each teacher an accomplishment rating. 

Forty-two percent of the sampled teachers in grades 1-3 were identified as most accomplished. 

There were several key findings in Taylor et al.’s (2000) study of effective schools and 

accomplished teachers, many of which echo the findings described by Pressley et al. (1996), 

McDonald-Wharton (1998), and Pressley et al. (2001) in their studies of effective literacy 

instruction. The previously discussed studies demonstrated that effective teachers engaged in a 

great deal of scaffolding in their instruction; Taylor et al. (2000) defined this behavior as 
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coaching. They found that the most accomplished teachers preferred coaching as an interaction 

style. Another similar finding was that skills instruction (i.e. phonics) took place within the 

context of reading whole, authentic texts. Teachers in Taylor et al.’s (2000) study engaged in 

more often in small group than whole group instruction; this echoed the finding of differentiated 

practices in the Wharton-McDonald et al. (1998) and Pressley et al. (2001) studies. There were 

high levels of student engagement found in the first CIERA study, as in the other studies. 

Students were expected to respond actively (read, write, manipulate) rather than passively 

(round-robin reading, oral turn-taking). In addition to these findings, Taylor et al. (2000), 

demonstrated that the most accomplished teachers of literacy “encouraged higher-level responses 

to text than less accomplished teachers or teachers in the moderately and least effective schools” 

(p. 158). Thus, higher-level comprehension of texts was being instructed. 

As with the first set of studies that was discussed, a complex picture of literacy 

instruction was painted. These descriptive studies set out to “show” what effective teaching of 

literacy looked like. The CIERA study added evidence to the findings of Pressley and his 

colleagues:  good instruction in reading (and writing) looked different across the classrooms. 

That is, teachers made decisions based on the needs of their students as demonstrated through 

various assessments; a one-size fits all model was not used by these exemplary teachers. 

However, even among the most at-risk student populations, some common threads of effective 

instruction existed.  

CIERA began a new study in 1999, in an effort to test the efficacy of the school change 

framework they developed based on the original accomplished teachers study. As a result, only 

schools where 75% of teachers agreed to participate in the reform effort (framework) were 

eligible to participate in the study. In addition to assessing the framework, the researchers asked, 
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“Across schools, what classroom practices and school wide efforts are most effective in 

improving the teaching of reading and increasing student achievement?” (Taylor et al., 2002b, p. 

1). This study involved eleven high poverty elementary schools across the nation. Two teachers 

at each grade level (K-6) were randomly selected to participate in the study. Just as with the 

original CIERA study, students were selected by their teacher to represent achievement at 

different ability levels.  

Data collection for the study (Taylor et al., 2002b) included student assessments similar 

to the original study. Again, all outcome measures were standardized. Observations in two 

randomly selected classrooms per building were conducted using the CIERA School Change 

Classroom Observation Scheme. In addition, teachers participated in interviews and completed 

logs to detail the types and amount of literacy instruction present in their classrooms. As with the 

first study, data were analyzed at the school and classroom level. Only classroom level analyses 

will be discussed here. 

Data analysis was both quantitative (percentage of time segments devoted to type of 

activities/interactions) and qualitative (coding of log and interview comments and observation 

summaries). The information from the observations was especially enlightening to the study. 

Aspects of the classrooms observations that were found to be important in previous research on 

effective literacy instruction were closely analyzed. 

Because these teachers were not previously classified as “accomplished” the results did 

not match the accomplished teachers study (Taylor et al., 2000). However, certain aspects of the 

first study were echoed in positive trends in this study. For example, in grade one,  

children grew more in comprehension and fluency when their teachers were coded as 

asking more higher-level questions than other teachers. Teachers who were more often 
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observed teaching their students in small groups in first grade also had students who 

showed larger gains in fluency during the year (p. 37).  

In grades 2 and 3, students had higher gains in reading comprehension when teachers were 

involved less frequently in teacher-directed interactions (i.e. telling or recitation rather than 

coaching or scaffolding) (p. 39). As with first grade, these children gained more on fluency 

measures when teachers spent more time in small group than whole group instruction. Students 

in grades 4-6 demonstrated high levels of growth in fluency, comprehension, and writing when 

their teachers asked more higher level (than lower level) questions after reading. Similar to the 

findings by Wharton-McDonald et al., (1998) and Pressley et al., (2001), coaching interactions 

during reading were related to student growth in fluency and writing (p. 40).  

A limitation of this study was that only a small number of schools were involved in the 

study; therefore, the efficacy of the reform effort really could not be adequately assessed. Still, 

the study did lend additional evidence to the emerging list of “effective instructional ingredients” 

that researchers were seeking at the time. In essence, this study provided evidence of a 

relationship between student achievement and the use of the exemplary characteristics generated 

in the previously reviewed studies. Results demonstrating that the components that were 

correlated to increased achievement certainly complemented the findings in the previously 

discussed studies. One may conclude that showing classroom teachers how to instruct in the 

manner of outstanding teachers could lead to higher student achievement. 
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2.1.4 Conclusion 

There exists much information in the research literature about the efficacy of particular 

teaching approaches in literacy (i.e. whole language, phonics, etc.), as well as best practices in 

specific areas of literacy instruction (i.e. phonics, word analysis, fluency, vocabulary, 

comprehension.)  However, the question of “what do exemplary teachers do” had not been 

comprehensively addressed until recently. Through the descriptive studies described here, 

researchers have tried to answer that question. As a result, a more vivid description of what the 

teachers do in these classrooms has emerged.  

Mazzoni and Gambrell (2003) outlined ten research-based best practices for literacy 

instruction. According to their list, effective teachers:   

• Teach reading for authentic purposes 

• Use high quality literature 

• Integrate word study into reading/writing instruction 

• Use multiple texts 

• Balance teacher-led and student-led discussions 

• Build classroom communities 

• Provide small group instruction and individual practice opportunities 

•  Provide time for independent reading 

• Balance direct instruction in decoding and comprehension with guided instruction and 

independent reading 

• Use various assessments to inform instruction (p. 14).  
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This list describes the specific activities and learning environments created by  thoughtful 

teachers who understand the complex process involved in learning to read and write; in fact, they 

understand this process well enough to teach it. Further, these teachers utilize assessments to 

identify their students’ strengths and needs. As a result, teaching matches the abilities of the 

learners. 

The items on Mazzoni and Gambrell’s (2003) list clearly matched what the researchers in 

the exemplary teacher studies found. While various materials and programs were utilized across 

the classrooms, one point was evident:  it was the teacher that mattered in literacy instruction. 

The most proficient at literacy instruction knew their students’ capabilities and needs well. They 

did this through on-going assessment. This was also accomplished through observations and 

exchanges in small groups, or through individualized instruction. Such interactions allowed the 

teachers to “grab the teachable moment” for individuals in their classrooms. The expert teachers 

scaffolded instruction. That is, they guided students through tasks, doing for the child what s/he 

could not do independently. Just as important, these exemplary teachers removed the scaffolding, 

releasing the responsibility to the learners when possible. As a result, self-regulated learners 

were able to independently manage the literacy tasks put before them. Because of well-planned 

and carefully managed tasks, students in the exemplary classrooms were highly engaged, active 

participants in literacy lessons and discussions. They were capable of high-level conversations 

about books and stories they had read.  

Clearly, teacher-student interactions and teacher decisions emerged as clear factors in 

instructional effectiveness. None of the expert teachers studied limited their instruction to an 

exclusively skills-based or whole-language approach. Instead, a balance between these two 

approaches was utilized; teachers taught the skills/strategies needed for the children in their class 
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at the time the lesson was needed. Just as the processes of reading and writing are complex, the 

teaching of these processes involves a complex array of teaching strategies and tools. The 

exemplary teachers studied understood these strategies and how to apply them. 

2.2 DIFFERENTIATED READING INSTRUCTION 

Children come to school with a range of literacy experiences and capabilities. Professional 

wisdom guides teachers to group children in an attempt to tailor, or differentiate, instruction to 

meet the differing needs that children possess as they learn to read and write. As a result, 

teachers past and present have attempted various types of grouping arrangements during the 

literacy block. However, professional wisdom is not enough; evidence from research must guide 

instruction. Efforts to describe grouping practices, test the efficacy of grouping arrangements, 

and define exemplary instruction were the focus of research in the 1980’s. The following is a 

description of the historical research, followed by more current research regarding some of the 

most predominant grouping arrangements used in primary classrooms today.  

2.2.1 Attempts at differentiation:  A brief history 

Reading programs designed for groups of differing abilities first appeared in the 1950’s (Barr & 

Dreeben, 1991). Within-class “ability grouping” took hold as a predominant practice for many 

teachers in the 1980’s (Hiebert, 1983; Hallinan & Sorensen, 1983; Dreeben & Barr, 1988). As a 

result, grouping for reading instruction was one focus of reading research in the 1980’s.  
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The term ability grouping seemed to encompass all that was necessary in differentiated 

reading instruction. In theory, students would be assessed and then homogeneously grouped by 

reading ability. Next, the teacher would craft different lessons to suit the needs of the students in 

each group. In reality, however, teachers often grouped their students by structural variables, 

such as class size. It was common practice to divide students into three groups of equal size 

(Hiebert, 1983; Hallinan & Sorensen, 1983; Dreeben & Barr, 1988). While more homogenous 

subgroups were achieved in comparison to the whole class, there still often existed a wide range 

of abilities within these three groups. In most cases, the groups remained stable throughout the 

year, changing mainly due to management issues. In essence, it was the size of the class, more 

than any assessed range of abilities, which determined a child’s reading group placement 

(Hiebert, 1983; Hallinan & Sorensen, 1983; Dreeben & Barr, 1988).  

Despite the range within these subgroups there was a certain amount of tracking that 

existed. Barr (1973, 1975) and Allington (1983) described a differential, rather than 

differentiated type of teaching that occurred within such grouping arrangements. Based on his 

review of research, Allington (1983) argued that, “good and poor readers differ in their reading 

ability as much because of differences in instruction as variations in individual learning styles or 

aptitudes” (p. 548). Children placed in lower-achieving groups were exposed to fewer words in 

reading, since basal story reading occurred at a slower pace; children in the higher achieving 

groups were exposed to more words at a faster pace (Barr, 1973; Pallas, Entwisle, Alexander & 

Stluka, 1994).  As a result, the higher achieving group received more and better instruction, and 

in essence learned more than their less-able peers (Pallas et al., 1994). The efficacy of ability 

grouping came under debate in the 1980’s, and whole group teaching began to take hold in many 

classrooms (Moody & Vaughn, 1997).  
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2.2.2 Does differentiation occur today? 

Moody and Vaughn (1997) conducted interviews of teachers in order to learn more about their 

perceptions and procedures for instructional grouping in reading. Forty-nine third grade teachers 

(29 general education teachers, 20 special education teachers) were recruited from a large, 

metropolitan school district. Purposive sampling procedures were utilized to ensure that all 

teachers instructed children with learning disabilities in their classrooms. There was a great deal 

of ethnic diversity among the students. All teacher participants instructed reading using one of 

three basal series provided by the school district. 

Thirty to sixty minute individual interviews were conducted with the teachers by the 

researchers. Seven open-ended questions were asked to elicit information about the teachers’ 

background and perceptions of grouping, factors that contributed to decision-making regarding 

grouping, and the teachers’ perceptions regarding the effects of grouping. The interviewers 

completed training sessions prior to conducting these sessions. All interviews were audio taped 

and transcribed for analysis. 

Interviews were followed up with six separate focus-group interviews. All of the original 

participants were invited to attend; 29 (16 general education, 13 special education) of 49 teachers 

participated in the focus group (p. 4).  The average size of each focus group was five; 

participants were homogeneously grouped according to general or special education placement. 

Each meeting lasted from 60-75 minutes. The focus group interviews were conducted in an effort 

to clarify responses from the original interviews. Again, interviews were audio taped and 

transcribed for later analysis. 
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All transcribed data were entered into a computer database and qualitatively analyzed at 

the phrase and line level. Meaningful units were categorized and coded independently by the two 

researchers, and then negotiated between the two.  

Three main categories emerged from the data:  control over grouping, whole-class 

instruction versus grouping formats, and heterogeneous versus homogeneous grouping. Moody 

and Vaughn (1997) found that general education teachers felt that their grouping decisions were 

based on district and school level imperatives. Special education teachers, in contrast, felt that 

they had control over the manner in which they grouped the children. Both groups “felt as 

thought they should be the ones to decide how they use instructional groups in their classrooms” 

(p. 6).  

The general education teachers in Moody and Vaughn’s (1997) study reported that the 

predominant grouping arrangement was whole group, mainly due to management issues. 

Teachers found it easier to manage one lesson and one group of students than to plan different 

activities for multiple groups. Some general education teachers did utilize small groups in their 

classrooms for “practice and reinforcement” (p. 6). Mixed ability grouping was the second most 

frequently mentioned grouping arrangement, after whole-group instruction, from teachers of 

general education students. The response was different from special education teachers; few 

indicated that they used a whole-group format for instruction. Groups in special education 

classrooms were formed according to individual needs; therefore, they were homogeneous ability 

groups. Interestingly, several general education teachers expressed that they felt small, 

homogenous grouping arrangements were more effective in teaching students how to read. 

Again, management issues and administrative directives were the reason these teachers often did 

not employ this practice. 
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Moody and Vaughn’s (1997) study of teachers’ perceptions supported the notion that 

ability grouping for reading instruction was fading from classrooms. Ability grouping had 

become an “unpopular” mode of instruction, based on the earlier findings regarding differential 

instruction between groups (Barr, 1973; Allington, 1983; Pallas et al., 1994). However, there 

were several limitations to this study. The small sample of 29 general education and 20 special 

education teachers prevented generalizations from being made to larger populations. In addition, 

all data were comprised of teacher perceptions; there was no evidence of actual grouping 

practices. Further, there was not evidence for exactly how the instruction was differentiated 

within the small groups. In fact, it appeared that teachers were not differentiating reading 

instruction in many regular education classrooms. Against their better judgment, teachers were 

providing a “one-size-fits-all” lesson, partially due to administrative pressure and partially due to 

classroom management issues. Since achievement data were not analyzed, there was no 

conclusion made as to whether this was problematic. 

Schumm, Moody, and Vaughn (2000) conducted a similar study, but added classroom 

observations and achievement measures to the data collection. Twenty-nine third grade teachers 

were nominated by their principals to participate in the study. Criteria for nomination included 

an interest in participation and the presence of at least one LD (learning disabled) student in the 

classroom.  

Each teacher was individually interviewed for 30 to 60 minutes to elicit information 

about grouping practices and factors that led to the grouping arrangements used in their 

classrooms. Teachers also provided information about the reading program they used, as well as 

their perceptions of the effects on grouping arrangements in general. All interviews were audio 

taped and transcribed for analysis. These data were similar to those described in the Moody & 
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Vaughn (1997) interviews described above; however, no reference was provided that indicated 

that the sample was taken from the same source. 

Classroom observations were conducted to provide information regarding teacher-student 

interactions and behaviors, with a particular focus kept on any LD students in the classroom. One 

aim was to assess whether individual differences were being addressed in the classrooms. 

Instructional grouping formats were noted and categorized as whole class, group (3 or more 

students), pairs (2 students) or individual. Each teacher was observed three times during the 

complete reading lesson (approximately 90 minutes) (p.475). All observers were trained to use 

the Classroom Climate Scale (CSS) to document grouping practices, and reached 80 percent 

reliability in the training sessions. Extensive field notes were taken during the observations as 

well. 

Prior to the classroom observations, teachers were asked to complete a checklist detailing 

the types of grouping arrangements they planned to use, as well as a rationale for each format 

planned. Information from the checklist, the observations, and the interviews was analyzed and 

seven categories emerged:  prevalent grouping patterns, rationale for whole class instruction, 

perceptions of whole class instruction, need-based groups, other grouping patterns, word analysis 

instruction, and reading instruction for LD students.  

Schumm et al. (2000) found that the observation data did not always match the self-report 

data. In the interviews prior to the observations, approximately half of the teachers indicated that 

they used mixed ability grouping; in addition, half claimed to employ homogenous, small groups 

in their reading instruction. However, observation data revealed that the instruction from 21 of 

the 29 teachers was delivered to the whole group. Further, no differentiation of instruction was 

present in any of the observed reading lessons. “The common thread was that during reading 
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instruction, all students were given the same material to read, whether they could decode it or 

not” (p. 481). Three of the 29 teachers engaged in permanent, same-ability grouping, “in which 

differentiated reading materials were used. However, in the case of two of the three teachers, 95 

percent of the instruction was still whole group” (p. 481). Four other teachers studied engaged in 

mixed ability grouping. 

As concluded by Moody and Vaughn (1997), traditional ability grouping did not exist in 

these classrooms. However, there was also very little differentiation of reading instruction. 

Schumm et al. (2000) found that most teachers instructed all students in the same manner, with 

the same lesson, and with the same materials.  

Although most teachers utilized a whole group format as their main teaching mode for 

reading, instructional efficacy was not the rationale behind it. Many expressed the ease of 

planning and implementation of whole group instruction as two major factors. District 

philosophy or policy was another reason provided for whole class instruction. All of these 

findings are consistent with Moody and Vaughn’s (1997) study.  

Other grouping formats were mentioned in the teacher interviews or on the checklist prior 

to observations. Most teachers who used whole group formats claimed that they formed small 

needs-based groups to work on skills presented to the whole class. “However, out of 87 

classroom observations that included more than 120 hours of observation during reading 

instruction, we documented only one example of a skill-based group being pulled out for 

intensive instruction, and that was for a writing activity” (p. 482). This lack of differentiation 

was extended to word analysis lessons, even in classrooms where very low readers were present. 

And while teachers reported using small, mixed-ability groups for practice and reinforcement, 
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this was only observed on eleven occasions (p. 482). Again, teacher report did not match the 

observational data.  

The second part of Schumm et al.’s (2000) study was to look at the achievement data 

from the twenty-one classrooms where whole group instruction was predominant. One hundred 

forty seven students were selected to represent high achieving, average achieving, and low 

achieving students in each room. The student participants were nominated based on grades, 

classroom performance, and scores on the most recent standardized achievement test.  

Once selected, each student’s decoding and comprehension was measured in the fall and 

spring using the Kaufman Test of Educational Achievement (KTEA). High achieving students 

demonstrated the most progress in both decoding and comprehension, while average-achieving 

students demonstrated growth in decoding, but less progress in comprehension. “The reading 

improvement of the low-achieving students and the students with LD was minimal” (p. 485).  

Although there was variability in the reading levels of the student participants, the 

teachers did not engage in differentiated instruction. Student achievement for the average and 

low achieving students did suffer. Clearly, a need for differentiated instruction did exist, but the 

results from Moody and Vaughn (1997) and Schumm et al. (2000) indicated that it did not occur. 

The small sample size, as well as the small numbers of observations (three) in each classroom, 

limited the generalizability of the investigation. The reported results, however, do raise concern. 

One conclusion that could be drawn is that teachers need more guidance in how to group 

children, and how to provide differentiated instruction. 

McGill-Franzen et al. (2006) conducted a study that resulted in similar findings to 

Schumm et al. (2000) with regards to minimal reading improvement of low-achieving students. 

These researchers analyzed the effect that the adoption of core reading programs in high poverty 
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schools in Florida had on achievement and retention rates. Two phases of the study were 

conducted. In phase one, a content analysis of two contemporary basal series identified as 

acceptable core reading programs for third grade was conducted. The purpose of the analyses 

was to determine the amount of teacher guidance provided in addressing different student needs 

and abilities. The second phase of the study examined the relationship between the two programs 

and student achievement, as measured on the state standardized test, FCAT. 

McGill-Franzen et al. (2006) found that each basal series program offered guidance in 

different areas of reading instruction; neither completely addressed the complexities involved in 

teaching different children to read. One series (F) contained more instruction in vocabulary and 

fluency, while the other program (C) contained more information on comprehension instruction. 

The major finding of phase two of the study was an inverse relationship between poverty and 

achievement in both programs. Overall, McGill-Franzen et al. (2006) found that “such 

curriculum standardization may further disadvantage the lowest-achieving readers” (p. 2). This 

study supports the notion that differentiation in instruction is needed to narrow the gap in 

achievement caused by individual differences. 

When considering a different sample of teachers, those identified as exemplary, the 

conclusions change.  As described above, Wharton-McDonald et al. (1998) examined the 

teaching practices of nine first grade teachers who were nominated “outstanding” by their 

supervisors. The data used in the study consisted of classroom observations, teacher interviews, 

and classroom artifacts. Participants in the study were documented as using a variety of group 

formats, including whole group, small group and individual lessons. One finding in the study 

was that the most effective teachers, those who fostered the highest level of student achievement, 

“seemed to be able to monitor student thought processes as they taught and interceded with just 
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enough help to facilitate learning but not so much that they lost the flow of the lesson” (p. 116). 

A great deal of individual coaching during small or whole group lessons was observed in these 

classrooms as well. These are examples of differentiation, based on the needs of the learner. 

This finding was repeated in a similar study conducted by Pressley et al. (2001), where 

the exemplary teachers were consistently observed differentiating instruction for all learners, 

whether accelerated or struggling in reading. In addition, Pressley et al. (2001), found that  

the effective first-grade literacy teacher did more than monitor children’s progress:  she 

cued materials or scaffolded instruction as students did appropriately challenging tasks, 

prompting use of skills and opportunistically re-teaching skills to individual students on 

an as-needed basis…teaching was very different in the most effective classrooms from 

student to student and from occasion to occasion (pp. 46-47).  

Indeed, differentiated instruction did exist in these classrooms. Sometimes lessons were tailored 

to small groups, sometimes the skill/or strategy was taught to an individual. Whatever the case, 

the teacher assessed, diagnosed, and implemented what was necessary at the time. 

Taylor et al. (2000) found a similar phenomenon in their study of effective schools and 

accomplished teachers. Exemplary teachers were observed teaching reading to small groups 

more often than the whole group, a finding that contradicts Schumm et al.’s (2000) finding. It is 

important to note that the teachers in Taylor et al.’s (2000) study were all identified as 

exemplary. In addition to frequently instructing small groups, the predominantly used style of 

teacher-student interaction was coaching. “Coaching in word recognition strategies involved 

prompting children to use a variety of strategies as they were engaged in reading during small-

group instruction or one-on-one reading time”  (p. 136.)  These coaching interactions fell into 

several subcategories, including Metacognitive Dialogue on Strategies, Metacognitive Review 
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on Strategies, Praise for Use of Strategies, and General Prompts to Figure Out Words, and 

Specific Prompts to Figure Out Words (pp. 136-137). 

When interviewed, the teachers in the Taylor et al. (2000) study discussed the importance 

of instructional level grouping. This term was preferred over ability grouping, due to the 

negative connotations associated with the latter. Teachers also indicated that they used 

systematic and on-going assessments in the formation of their groups, in order to ensure 

accuracy of membership, as well as avoid inflexibility in grouping. Group membership shifted as 

needed, according to assessment results. Although the information provided came from teacher 

self-reports, the presence of instructional level grouping was confirmed through classroom 

observations. The differential treatment of groups discussed by Allington (1983) and Barr (1975, 

1979) was not observed in the classrooms studied by Taylor et al. (2000). Instead, students in the 

low-instructional level groups were exposed to as much higher-level teaching strategies as their 

classmates in the high instructional level groups (p. 156), according to observation data and 

teachers logs. 

2.2.3 Conclusion   

Differentiated reading instruction does occur in classrooms today; however, it may be limited to 

the classrooms of expert teachers. Perhaps the process of reading is so complex that adequate 

instruction appropriate to individual needs is difficult for “typical” teachers to attain. Another 

possible explanation is that the teachers in the most effective classrooms were experts at 

managing different grouping arrangements within their classroom (Wharton-McDonald et al. 

1998; Pressley et al., 2001; Taylor et al., 2000).  Both Moody and Vaughn (1997) and Schumm 
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et al. (2000) listed management issues as barriers to differentiated instruction, according to the 

teachers they studied. 

There is a small body of evidence that ties differentiated instruction to student outcomes. 

The research in exemplary literacy instruction demonstrates that students who consistently score 

better than average on measures of achievement have teachers who differentiate instruction 

(Wharton-McDonald et al., 1998; Pressley et al., 2001; Taylor et al., 2000). Caution must be 

exercised in the interpretation of these results. There were many characteristics of 

“effectiveness” identified in these studies; differentiated instruction was only one. In addition, 

the data from these studies only imply a correlation between the higher levels of achievement 

and the characteristics of effectiveness. Experimental studies have not yet been conducted to test 

these findings.    

What is missing in the research literature is a detailed description of how differentiated 

reading instruction occurs. What exactly happens within these lessons?  How is each lesson 

different from another?  The nature of the teacher-student interactions is not fully described, nor 

are the materials used clearly defined. Methods for assessing student needs are mentioned, but 

not fully described. Further research in this area is required if “typical” teachers are to 

understand the nature of “effective” differentiated reading instruction. 

2.3 INSTRUCTIONAL SCAFFOLDING 

The terms scaffolding and/or coaching are often used to describe desirable teacher-student 

interactions in literacy instruction (Dorn, French, & Jones, 1998; Maloch, 2002; Pressley et al., 

1998; Roehler & Cantolon, 1997; Taylor et al., 2000; Wharton-McDonald et al., 1998).  
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Language is one tool used by the expert (the teacher) to help the novice (student) gain 

knowledge. Evidence provided by recent descriptive studies of exemplary literacy instruction 

points to the importance of these types of interactions (Pressley et al., 1998; Taylor et al., 2000; 

Wharton-McDonald et al., 1998). Wharton-McDonald et al. (1998) and Pressley et al. (1998) 

listed the prevalent use of scaffolding with encouragement of self-regulation as characteristic of 

effective instruction in reading.  Taylor et al. (2000) described this teaching behavior as 

coaching; they found that coaching was the predominant teacher-student interaction in the 

classrooms of the most accomplished teachers of reading.  

Because the terms scaffolding and coaching deal with abstract concepts, they are often 

misused and misunderstood. The definition for these terms, as related to instructional 

interactions, is grounded in the work of Lev Vygotsky and Jerome Bruner. According to 

Vygotsky, there exists a difference between mental development and learning.  This difference is 

what he termed “the zone of proximal development. It is the distance between the actual 

developmental level as determined by independent problem solving and the level of potential 

development as determined through problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration 

with more capable peers” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 86, author’s italics.)   

Jerome Bruner elaborated this description of learning behavior by describing the process 

of “scaffolding” (p. 74). Bruner’s definition of scaffolding was based on his observational 

research of one-to-one tutoring sessions of three- and five-year old students. Bruner explained,  

what the tutor did was what the child could not do. For the rest, she made things such that 

the child could do with her what he plainly could not do without her. And as the tutoring 

proceeded, the child took over from her parts of the task that he was not able to do at 
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first, but, with mastery, became consciously able to do under his own control. And she 

gladly handed those over (Bruner, 1986, p.76, author’s italics).   

In essence, the adult structured tasks that the child could successfully complete, providing 

assistance (scaffolds) only when needed. Key to the success of this teaching model was handing 

the task over to the learner once s/he was able to complete the task alone.   

“Scaffolds,” then, are supports the teacher puts into place to bridge the gap between the 

learner’s actual development level and the desired level of competency. It is through careful 

scaffolding/coaching that a child can learn while in the zone of proximal development. As 

educators, professional wisdom tells us that this makes sense. It seems important to challenge our 

students without frustrating them. It seems that the utilization of coaching/scaffolding would 

increase student achievement. However, educational decisions should not be made without 

evidence to support them.  

Because an instructional support cannot exist in isolation of skills or strategies being 

taught, research studies cannot be designed to exclusively examine the effects of scaffolded 

instruction. However, a few studies that have been conducted indirectly test the efficacy of 

scaffolded instruction. Duffy, Roehler, Meloth et al. (1986) attempted to link explicit verbal 

explanations to student achievement gains. Duffy and his colleagues studied twenty-two 5th 

grade teachers and the students from their low-achieving reading groups.   All teachers 

volunteered and were paid a stipend for their participation in the study. Each teacher was 

randomly assigned to a treatment and control group. The treatment group received ten hours of 

training in effective methods for incorporating explicit explanation into their reading instruction.  

This training involved how to present reading skills, as well as how to discuss the processes used 

in reading.  Teachers were taught to “organize their instructional talk into a five-step lesson 
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format:  introduction, modeling, guided interaction, practice, and application” (p. 244). Although 

the term “scaffolding” was not used to describe the training, the guided interaction step of the 

instructional talk could be categorized as scaffolding. Comprehension strategies instruction was 

also one focus of these training meetings.  

Data collection included student outcome measures, student interviews, and observations 

of low-group reading instruction. The Gates-MacGinitie reading test was administered to all 

student participants in the fall and spring. These measures served as pre- and post-tests of student 

achievement. Students were also interviewed following reading lessons, to determine the level of 

awareness regarding skills that were taught. Students were rated on a 12-point scale as to their 

level of awareness of the reading skills and how to apply them. Teachers were observed during 

reading instruction (with their low group) four times, about once each month, until mid-April. 

Teachers were then rated on a 22-point scale, created for the study, to determine the level of 

explicitness in their explanations. The researchers, who were trained to use the scale in 

classroom observations, conducted all observations. Inter-rater reliability was established 

through the training period. Lessons were audio taped and transcribed to supplement field notes 

in the analysis. 

Duffy, Roehler, Meloth, et al. (1986) found that the teachers in the treatment group did 

become more explicit in their reading instruction. As a result, the students in the treatment 

classrooms were significantly more aware of the skills they were taught, according to analysis of 

interview data. The students in the treatment group also scored higher on post-test achievement 

measures, although the difference between the treatment and control groups was not statistically 

significant. The authors of the study noted that the treatment teachers were not always consistent 

in their use of explicit explanations, which may have lowered the effect size.  
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As expected, the role of explicit guidance (scaffolding) in the increased awareness was 

not successfully teased out in this study. Although scaffolding played a part in the instruction, 

the study did not define this interaction as the cause of the effect, although a correlation could be 

inferred. A limitation of the study was the small sample size, which limits the ability to 

generalize the results. 

Duffy, Roehler, and Rackliffe (1986) took a closer look at the transcripts of lessons of 

seven of the treatment teachers from the above-described study, focusing closely on the 

differences in teacher interaction styles. Each researcher independently analyzed transcripts line 

by line. Two of the teachers in the study (Teacher A and Teacher D) were rated as providing 

high explanations. However, Teacher A’s students received high awareness ratings (mean=10.67 

out of 12) in their interviews, while Teacher D’s students received lower ratings (mean=6.83 out 

of 12) in awareness (p. 6). Post hoc analyses of the lesson transcripts were conducted to 

determine why two teachers who conducted highly rated lessons would produce such different 

student results.  

The analysis revealed that Teacher A and Teacher D engaged in different types of talk 

during their lessons. Particularly relevant were the different types of verbal assistance 

(coaching/scaffolding) provided by the two teachers. According to Duffy, Roehler, and Rackliffe 

(1986), “The teachers not only made different statements about what was to be learned, they also 

provided different kinds of help, despite the fact that both received identical training in how to 

present and explain skills” (p. 8).  

Teacher A, whose students were rated the highest in awareness, talked more at the 

beginning of the lessons, and provided detailed step-by-step descriptions of the processes needed 

for the lesson.  Teacher D began her lesson with questions, and was not as explicit in her 
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description of how to carry out the processing. A second difference was that Teacher A 

instructed students to connect their own experiences to strategies that were taught. This would 

allow for transfer of the strategies to other contexts. The reasoning processes behind this 

behavior were modeled for the children, as well. Teacher D identified the specific strategy to 

apply, without mention of transfer or the reasoning processes involved.  In addition, “Teacher A 

elicited responses from students and, building on these responses, elaborated on how to reason” 

using the skills/strategies presented (p. 9). The teacher prompted the students to add detail, 

problem solve, and arrive at a correct conclusion following their initial responses. This type of 

verbal feedback would be considered coaching, according to Taylor et al.’s (2000) definition.  

Teacher D rarely elaborated on students’ answers; feedback was often terminal in nature. That is, 

the teacher simply repeated the students’ answer to a question, provided the answer, or corrected 

an inappropriate response.  

Because both of the analyzed teachers attended the same training sessions (explicit verbal 

explanations) and received high observation ratings in that area, Duffy, Roehler, and Rackliffe 

(1986) concluded that the instructional talk was the factor that influenced the variance in student 

awareness. This seems to be a reasonable conclusion. Since all students involved in the 

transcribed studies were tested on a standardized reading measure, as described in Duffy, 

Roehler, & Rackliffe (1986), it can be assumed that the student samples were of matched ability.  

Although the small sample (n=2) does not allow for generalizability, the study does serve as a 

description of the effect that teacher interactions may have on achievement. 

Scaffolded interactions play a key role in an intervention known as reciprocal teaching 

(Palincsar & Brown, 1984). The intervention consists of the instruction of four strategies 

(predicting, clarifying, summarizing, and questioning) used concurrently within the context of 
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authentic text. However, strategy instruction alone does not constitute reciprocal teaching. 

Palincsar and Brown (1984) clearly described the role of scaffolding support for students 

learning the strategies, as well as the gradual release of the responsibility for strategy use to the 

students. Within twenty days, students are expected to perform these strategies independently as 

they actively engage in reading informational text.  

The effect of reciprocal teaching on student achievement was tested in an experimental 

study conducted in Canada by Lysynchuk, Pressley, and Vye (1990). Seventy-two struggling 

readers from grades four and seven participated in 13 reading sessions. Classroom teachers 

nominated the student participants based on their status as “adequate decoders and poor 

comprehenders” (p. 473). The researchers confirmed these criteria for nomination through 

standardized reading measures. As a result, students in both the treatment and control groups 

were of similar ability with respect to comprehension performance. 

Pre-and post-tests of reading comprehension were used. The Gates-Macginitie Reading 

Test was used with the thirty-six 7th graders. Because this test was unavailable at the fourth grade 

level, the Metropolitan Achievement Test was used with the thirty-six 4th graders. Vocabulary 

tests were also administered; a subtest of the Gate-Macginitie Reading Test was used for the 7th 

grade participants, while the 4th grade students took a subtest of the Canadian Tests of Basic 

Skills. Additional comprehension assessments were given following the reading sessions. 

Expository passages were matched to the appropriate grade levels, and read by students in both 

the treatment and control groups. Comprehension questions and retellings were alternated daily 

following each of the reading sessions, to assess achievement gains. 

The teaching procedure consisted of small group instruction, with between two and five 

students placed in each group. Each group was instructed by one of the researchers. The students 
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in the treatment group received 13 sessions of scaffolded comprehension strategies instruction 

through reciprocal teaching. The control group participants also met with the researchers in small 

groups. However, the participants merely read the assigned passages silently and completed the 

assessments. Researchers were available to answer questions or provide help with decoding 

skills if needed, but specialized instruction was not provided. 

The results of the study indicated that reciprocal teaching was a successful intervention; 

the poor comprehenders from the treatment group scored significantly higher than the poor 

comprehenders in the control group on the standardized comprehension measures. The effect of 

scaffolding the instruction was not separated out from the effect of the strategies instruction. 

Still, Palincsar and Brown (1984) insisted that scaffolded instruction was vital to the success of 

reciprocal teaching. Lysynchuk et al. (1990) also described these interactions as a necessary 

component in the achievement gains caused by the intervention.  

It is possible that perhaps the specific strategies taught do not matter as much as the 

method for teaching them, e.g. through modeling, feedback, and tailored coaching/scaffolded 

interactions with the teacher. Pressley et al. (1992) concurred with this statement in their 

descriptive paper on classroom strategy instruction. Based on a review of the literature in 

comprehension strategies instruction, Pressley et al. (1992) explained that the goal of 

comprehension strategy instruction was to develop self-regulated readers. In order to accomplish 

this “the teacher’s hints, support, and encouragement help each student to be part of the group’s 

decisions making…As joint participation continues, students grow ever more competent in the 

group setting” (p. 516). Further, the specific strategies that were taught in classrooms varied 

depending on the needs of the children and the types of texts used. Even so, “teacher coaching 

was the most prominent mode of instruction” (p. 528). 
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Brown, Pressley, Van Meter, and Shuder (1996) conducted a quasi-experimental study to 

examine the effect that scaffolded, transactional comprehension strategies instructions had on 

student achievement. The context of the study was a mid-Atlantic school district where the SAIL 

program was developed. SAIL (Students Achieving Independent Learning) was a transactional 

strategies instruction program created to teach comprehension to struggling first and second 

grade students. “All of these reading processes are taught as strategies to students through direct 

explanations provided by teachers, teacher modeling, coaching, and scaffolded practice, both in 

reading groups and independently” (p. 23). 

The participants of the study consisted of five teachers in transactional strategy 

instruction classrooms and five comparison teachers who taught using traditional reading 

instruction methods. The comparison teachers were nominated as effective reading teachers by 

their principals and/or reading supervisors. Eight of the teachers taught second grade; one SAIL 

teacher taught a first/second grade combination and one comparison teacher taught a 

second/third grade combination. The SAIL teachers held an average of 10.4 years of experience, 

while the comparison teachers held and average of 23.4 years experience. 

The student participants were all second-grade students reading below grade level. 

Students were identified as “below-grade level” through informal district reading assessments, 

the district’s Chapter 1 assessments, and grades taken from the previous school year. The 

researchers did administer the Stanford Achievement Test, to ensure that the treatment and 

comparison group were well matched. 

Five low-achieving second grade reading groups received SAIL instruction and five low-

achieving second grade reading groups received traditional reading instruction over the course of 
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the 1991-1992 school year. Each reading group was housed in a different classroom. The 

achievement of each SAIL group was compared to the most closely matched traditional group. 

Data collected included student interviews regarding strategy use, student responses to a 

retelling measure, student responses to a think-aloud task, and standardized subtests of reading 

comprehension as word skills. Classroom observations were also conducted and videotaped. The 

lessons were transcribed for later analysis. 

The results from the interviews indicated that students in SAIL classrooms could discuss 

significantly more strategies that they applied to reading comprehension tasks than the 

comparison groups by the end of the school year. The same held true for word-level strategies; 

SAIL students reported using more of these than the comparison students. On measures of recall 

and think-aloud, the SAIL students performed significantly better than the comparison group. In 

addition the SAIL students outperformed the comparison group on the end-of-year standardized 

reading tests.  

Classroom observation data were analyzed for evidence of strategies teaching. There was 

a significant difference in the quantity of strategies taught, with the SAIL classrooms 

experiencing more than the comparisons. One limitation of the study was that teacher-student 

interactions were not explicitly described in the report. While the efficacy of the SAIL program 

was certainly demonstrated, one can only infer that scaffolded instruction (described earlier as a 

necessary component) had an effect. 

The value of scaffolded instruction has emerged as a topic in recent studies of exemplary 

teaching practices. Taylor, Pearson, Peterson, and Rodriguez (2003) reported on the 

implementation of the CIERA School Change Project, a reform model based on the 

characteristics of exemplary literacy instruction developed described in Taylor et al’s (2000) 
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study. In particular, relationships between individual variables (e.g. exemplary teaching 

practices) and student outcomes were investigated. This study involved 88 teachers and 792 

students (grades 1-5) from nine high poverty elementary schools across the nation.  All schools 

were implementing the CIERA School Change Project. 

Data collection for the study included a set of student literacy assessments including a 

standardized comprehension test (grades 1-5), a basal reader program comprehension test (grades 

2-5), a standardized measure of fluency (grades 1-5), response to a common writing prompt 

(grades 1-5), as well as tests of letter identification (grade 1), phonemic awareness (grade 1), and 

word dictation (grade 1). Fall and spring scores were gathered on all assessments to serve as pre 

and post measures.  

Classroom practices of the participating teachers were captured through structured 

observations, using the CIERA School Change Classroom Observation Scheme (2000). Each 

teacher was observed three times (fall, winter, spring) for one hour during reading instruction. 

Observations were conducted by trained graduated students, all of which reached 80% reliability 

in the use of the scheme prior to the study. Narrative field notes were taken and then coded 

(using the CIERA observation scheme) based on categories developed in the Taylor et al. (2000) 

study. Statistical analysis (HLM) was conducted “to determine which elements of classroom 

instructional practice accounted for the greatest growth in student achievement across a school 

year and to investigate the efficacy of our framework of teaching for cognitive engagement” (p. 

11). Results that pertain to the teaching interaction referred to as “coaching” by Taylor et al. 

(2000; 2003), and known as scaffolding by others, will be reported here. 

Coaching was determined to have a positive effect on student fluency in reading in grades 

two through five. “For every standard deviation increase in the coding of coaching…student’ 
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fluency score in a class increased by 4.3 wcpm on average” (p. 12). In addition, the coaching of 

word recognition strategies was coded with some regularity in grades 1-3 (p. 18). Other factors, 

including modeled instruction, amount of time spent in comprehension instruction, higher level 

questioning, and group size, did affect achievement as well.  

One limitation of the study was the small number of observations (three per teacher, nine 

teachers) conducted over the course of the year. While this data provided a description of the 

instruction in a small sample of classrooms, results cannot be generalized to a larger population 

without replication. Also, although coaching was separated out in the statistical analysis, 

indicating a correlational relationship between the interaction and student achievement, causation 

cannot be proven. Many variables (e.g. classroom management, student engagement, content 

knowledge, ability to convey the content, appropriate lesson topics to name a few) add up to 

good teaching; it is the combination of these variables that affects student outcomes in all content 

areas. 

It is difficult to test the independent effect of scaffolded instruction on reading 

achievement. The teacher must have something to scaffold, whether it is decoding skills or 

comprehension strategies. Evidence does exist to support that teaching is stronger when the 

teacher scaffolds the instruction, keeping the learner in the ZPD and at the “cutting edge” of 

competence. Duffy and colleagues (1986) found that reading skills were taught more effectively 

and explicitly when teachers scaffolded the learning for their students. Awareness of skill use 

was increased. Comprehension strategies, through the reciprocal teaching intervention 

(Lysynchuk et al., 1990), or classroom reading instruction (Brown et al., 1996; Pressley et al., 

1992) were also improved via coaching interactions between teachers and student. Taylor et al., 

(2003) found that coaching increased student achievement in fluency and word recognition 
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skills. This evidence does support the professional wisdom:  scaffolding instruction appears to be 

a necessary ingredient in student reading achievement. 

2.4 IMPLICATIONS 

The No Child Left Behind Act (2001) mandated that all children learn to read by the end of third 

grade. Teacher accountability for the success of student reading achievement is at an all-time 

high. Still, children enter school with a variety of abilities and instructional needs.  In order to 

guide all children along the path to literacy, these differences must be assessed and addressed. 

Research in exemplary literacy instruction provides evidence to support the notion that the best 

teachers do assess the needs and strengths of their students. Further, these expert teachers address 

the differences in reading ability by changing the instruction to suit the needs of the learners. 

This is often accomplished through small group instruction, tailored to the needs of the children 

at the time of instruction. Further, by scaffolding the reading instruction, student learning is 

accelerated, and achievement is positively affected. 

 How exactly do exemplary teachers differentiate the instruction for their students?  What 

types of decisions must they make in order to accomplish this?  These are the gaps that remain in 

the literature. We must look closely at the instructional decisions made by exemplary teachers of 

reading and writing as they differentiate instruction. Further, we must examine the instructional 

practices employed by these teachers. Such descriptions of effective instruction are vital to 

improve the practices of teachers, and ultimately create children who can read successfully 

before they leave third grade. 

 51 



3.0  METHODOLGY 

The purpose of this study was to provide a detailed description of differentiated reading 

instruction in an exemplary classroom. A single case study design was employed to capture 

details about the nature of the teacher’s differentiated instruction in response to the needs and 

abilities of her learners. Insight as to why the teacher employed certain instructional techniques 

was garnered as well. According to Yin (2003) decision-making is often the major focus of case 

studies. This methodology allowed an in-depth exploration of one teacher’s decisions regarding 

literacy instruction in her classroom. 

Borg and Gall (1983) state that most research written as case studies are “based on the 

premise that a case can be located that is typical of many other cases…each is viewed as an 

example of a class of events or a group of individuals” (p. 488). Borg and Gall add that once the 

representative case has been selected, “in-depth observations of the single case can provide 

insights into the class of events from which the case has been drawn” (p. 488). Stake (1994) 

refers to this as an instrumental case study; the case is chosen to deepen understanding of a 

particular kind of case. Yin (2003) terms this type of exploration a representative or typical case. 

The subject of study for this investigation was selected to capture the nature of reading 

instruction in exemplary classrooms; the case was chosen to represent teaching interactions in 

such classrooms.  
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3.1 PARTICIPANT 

The teacher participant in this study was selected from a group of nominated teachers from one 

rural school district in southwestern Pennsylvania. Principals from the district’s three elementary 

schools, along with the Language Arts Supervisor, were asked to nominate up to three teachers 

in grades two through four who demonstrate research-based characteristics of exemplary literacy 

instruction. (Appendix B). This process was consistent with the identification of effective 

teachers of literacy in previous research (Pressley et al., 1998; Wharton-McDonald et al., 1998; 

Taylor et al., 2000).  

 The teacher receiving the highest number of nominations was observed in order to 

confirm the nomination. This confirmation observation, conducted by the researcher, consisted 

of one observation of instruction during the regular literacy block. The CIERA School Change 

Classroom Observation Scheme (2000) was used to document the literacy events that occurred 

during the scheduled observation. The researcher received previous training in the use of this 

observation protocol and obtained 80 percent reliability with a team of researchers. 

 The School Change Classroom Observation Scheme (2000) combines qualitative note 

taking with quantitative data collection. The observer writes a detailed narrative account of the 

literacy instruction for a five-minute period. These field notes include a description of the 

grouping arrangements, instructional activities, instructional materials, teacher-student 

interactions, and expected pupil responses. At the end of the five-minute period, the number of 

students who are engaged in the lesson is recorded. The literacy events observed are then coded 

onto the Observation Scheme, thus providing quantitative data. Upon completion of this coding 

cycle, the observer resumes the narrative account for a new five-minute period. This continues 

for the duration of the observation. 
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The data collected from the observation protocol (Appendix C) was compared to the list 

of exemplary characteristics utilized in the nomination process. The match was confirmed, and 

the teacher was invited to participate in the study. The main purpose of the study was described 

to the selected participant: practices in differentiated reading instruction would be documented. 

In addition, it was explained to the participant that because she has been identified as exemplary, 

her practices are important to the field of education. Other educators will gain valuable insight 

from “typical” interactions that occur in his/her classroom. Benefits to participation in the study 

include a deeper understanding of reading instruction for the subject, as well as readers of the 

completed study. The subject’s participation in the study was voluntary and she was 

compensated for time spent beyond regular school hours.  

3.1.1 The exemplary teacher 

The selected teacher, Ms. Smith (pseudonym), has taught second grade in the same school 

district for nine of her eleven years in teaching. Prior to this experience, she served as a Title I 

teacher in a different school district.  Ms. Smith earned a B.S. in Elementary Education and a 

M.A.T. in Education.  

An interview (Appendix D) was conducted following the classroom observations to 

document Ms. Smith’s instructional beliefs and theoretical perspectives. Through this interview 

the participant illustrated her ongoing quest for learning. Ms. Smith has been involved in many 

professional development opportunities through the course of her career, including professional 

conferences, study groups, and district-level in-service opportunities. On-going professional 

development has been a key source for building Ms. Smith’s knowledge base in literacy. 
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Ms. Smith has attended a variety of local, state, and national reading conferences on a 

voluntary basis. The foci of such conferences included various instructional strategies for reading 

and writing, all of which have informed Ms. Smith’s teaching practices. It is through such 

conferences that Ms. Smith was introduced to techniques for differentiating reading instruction. 

The district employing Ms. Smith has been involved in an Early Literacy Initiative since 

2001. Ms. Smith participated in several study groups on a voluntary basis. The study groups met 

after school hours to discuss different books that they read. The topic of each book revolved 

around effective, research-based reading and writing strategies. The books and the discussions 

served as guides for the implementation of new or refined strategies that Ms. Smith attempted in 

her classroom.  

In addition to the study groups, the district provided a number of mandatory and 

voluntary literacy in-service opportunities to the K-2 teachers. Ms. Smith attended every 

mandatory, and many voluntary presentations. Topics of the various sessions included effective 

classroom approaches to teaching comprehension, fluency, vocabulary, and word study. Writing 

instruction was another topic covered in many of the sessions. 

In addition to the described formal opportunities for advancement in her teaching, Ms. 

Smith engaged in a number of informal activities to promote her instruction. Ms. Smith read a 

great deal; she read journal articles and books that focused on reading and writing instruction. 

She attempted to integrate new strategies into her full repertoire. In addition, Ms. Smith regularly 

spent lunch hours with colleagues to discuss the readings and new teaching techniques.  

When asked to describe what she felt was important in teaching reading, Ms. Smith stated 

the importance of focusing on the process of reading, not a set of isolated skills. She stated that 

her goal was to teach the students to be independent problem solvers who developed a love for 
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reading. Ms. Smith went on to explain that this could be accomplished through a “gradual release 

of responsibility,” which is currently a widely accepted model of instruction (Dorn et al., 1998) 

3.1.2 The students 

Since Ms. Smith’s interaction with her students was the focus of this exploration, parental 

notification was provided for all students. (Appendix E). Parents were granted the opportunity to 

withdraw their child from class on observation days; none of the parents opted to do this. There 

were 23 students in the classroom, 12 boys and 11 girls. All students in this classroom were 

Caucasian and represented various SES groups. The students began the school year with a range 

in reading ability from one year below grade level to at least one year above grade level, 

according to benchmark running records. According to these records twenty-two percent of the 

students were reading below grade level in the fall. Thirty-five percent of the students entered the 

classroom reading grade-level material, and forty-three percent of the students were reading 

above grade level. Although a range in ability still existed, all children were reading at grade 

level or above at the conclusion of the study. 

Approval to conduct the study in this district was granted by the district’s Superintendent 

(Appendix F).  The participating teacher volunteered to take part in the study as well (Appendix 

G). In addition, the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at the University of Pittsburgh (Appendix 

H) conducted a review of this research. The IRB determined that approval for the study was not 

necessary due to the observational, not experimental, nature of the study. 
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3.2 SETTING 

Martin Elementary School (pseudonym) is one of three elementary schools in a small, rural 

school district in southwestern Pennsylvania. The school serves students in grades K-6 and 

includes one learning support classroom and a gifted program. The school’s 622 students were 

primarily White (99%). The percentage of economically disadvantaged students at Martin 

Elementary School was 11 percent, considerably lower than the district average of 20.8 percent. 

As a result of the low number of economically disadvantaged students, the Martin Elementary 

School did not qualify for Title I school-wide status. However, the school did implement a 

program that mirrored the Title I program in the district’s other two elementary schools. 

The school environment was positive, upbeat, and print-rich; characteristics commonly 

noted in schools considered exemplary by other researchers (Pressley et al., 1998; Wharton-

McDonald et al., 1998; Morrow et al., 1999; Taylor et al., 2000). The building principal 

possessed a strong background in literacy instruction, including Reading Recovery® training and 

experience as a Title I coordinator. Because of her strength in literacy instruction, the principal 

informally coached teachers in literacy strategies as needed. Each teacher at Martin Elementary 

was expected to plan 120 minutes of literacy instruction each day. All K-3 teachers in the district 

have participated in professional development opportunities provided through the district’s 

literacy initiative, which began in the 2001-2002 school year. The researcher of this study was 

previously employed as literacy consultant in the district; her role was to present instructional 

strategies and coach teachers as they implemented the strategies. 

The Harcourt Brace reading series was provided for teachers to use as a support to the 

district language arts curriculum. Each school in the district also housed a Literacy Resource 

Center, where teachers could choose small sets of leveled texts to use in reading instruction. 
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Professional development was provided to the elementary school teachers to support the use of 

these resources, as well as to encourage differentiated reading instruction. 

3.3 DATA COLLECTION SOURCES 

Rooted in ethnographic research, a descriptive case study was used to provide a description of 

Ms. Smith’s differentiated comprehension instruction. Traditional ethnography places emphasis 

on exploration of the nature of a particular phenomenon (Atkinson & Hammersley, 1994), in this 

case differentiated reading instruction. Further, ethnographic studies involve working “primarily 

with unstructured data” (Atkinson & Hammersley, 1994, p. 248), such as observations and 

unstructured interviews. Ethnographic investigations typically involve a small number of cases, 

often just one case in detail (Atkinson & Hammersley, 1994). 

While the nature of a case study stems from ethnographic studies, this exploration will 

involve more than observation alone. According to Yin (2000), 

Ethnographies usually require long periods of time in the ‘field’ and emphasize  

detailed, observational evidence. Participant-observation may not require the same length of 

time but still assumes a hefty investment of field notes. In contrast, case studies are a form of 

inquiry that does not depend solely on ethnographic or participant-observer data (p. 11). 

Observational data was collected on five days over the course of two weeks, in an effort to 

capture the differentiated instruction over a typical period of instruction.  

A pilot observation of one hour of reading instruction, with a different teacher, was 

conducted prior to beginning the study. The instruction was videotaped for this pilot observation. 

Analysis of this pilot observation allowed the researcher to define possible codes or areas of 
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interest for the subsequent classroom observations, as well as plan needed modifications for the 

study. 

Several sources of data were collected to provide a complete picture of how Ms. Smith 

instructed her students during this unit of study. Brief, informal teacher interviews were 

conducted prior to each lesson to illuminate the teacher’s focus. Field notes of the observed 

lessons were kept, and audiotapes documented reading instruction over the course of the sample 

time period. In addition, one feedback interview was conducted to elaborate on the decision-

making during the observed lessons. This interview was conducted at the end of the study, in 

order to avoid data contamination. Artifacts, such as lesson plans, student assignments, and 

relevant teaching handouts were collected. Table 1 provides a timeline for the data collection. 

Each data source is described in detail in the section following the table. 

Table 1. Data collection timeline 

Data Source Collection Date 

Classroom Observations May 18, 2006-May 25, 2006 

Brief Informal Teacher Interviews May 18, 2005-May 25, 2006 

Teacher Feedback Interview May 31, 2006 

Teacher Belief Interview May 31, 2006 

Classroom Artifacts May 18, 2006-May 25, 2006 

 

3.3.1 Classroom observations 

 “Qualitative observation is fundamentally naturalistic in essence; it occurs in the natural 

context…among the actors who would naturally be participating in the interaction, and follows 
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the natural stream of everyday life” (Adler & Adler, 1994, p. 378). These types of naturalistic 

observations were conducted for five days, spanning the entire block of reading instruction, 

approximately 110 minutes each day. The researcher assumed the role of observer-as-

participant, described as “those who enter settings for the purpose of data gathering, yet who 

interact only casually and nondirectively with subjects while engaged in their observational 

pursuits” (Adler & Adler, 1994, p. 380).  

Audiotapes and extensive narrative notes were taken to document the group size, lesson 

focus, materials used, teacher-student interactions, and other relevant information during each 

lesson. Particular attention was paid to how these aspects varied among lessons. Observations 

conducted were coded based on the findings of the pilot observation, in addition to new codes 

that emerged during the observations. A detailed description of these codes is provided in 

chapter four. 

3.3.2 Teacher interviews 

Brief informal interviews. The teacher was asked to provide a brief statement of focus 

prior to the reading instruction delivered each day. These interviews allowed the participant to 

describe her planned lesson, as well as the rationale behind her plan. The statement was recorded 

on audiotape and transcribed for analysis. 

Feedback interview.  An unstructured interview was conducted with the participant upon 

completion of the classroom observations. Questions were asked to elicit reflection on each day’s 

lesson. Subsequent questions were asked to encourage elaboration on decisions made regarding 

the information documented from the observations, including group size, lesson focus, materials 

used, and teacher-student interaction for each lesson. Ms. Smith was also asked to provide 
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insight about the differences in her instruction among the groups taught each day. Such insight 

from Ms. Smith was essential to explaining the rationale behind her decisions. 

Teacher belief interview. Once the observations were completed, the researcher 

conducted a structured interview with the subject. One purpose of the interview was to gather 

information regarding teacher beliefs and practices. Questions regarding teacher training, 

professional development, and beliefs were asked (Appendix D).  

3.3.3 Classroom artifacts 

Ms. Smith was asked to submit lesson plans upon completion of the project. Lesson plans 

included learning goals, descriptions of activities to be introduced or reinforced, and the rationale 

for these activities. Copies of student assignments and relevant handouts were submitted for each 

lesson as well. Each of these artifacts was used to clarify the information provided in the 

observations and interviews.  

3.4 DATA ANALYSES 

Audiotapes of the observations were transcribed prior to analysis. The processes of data 

reduction, as well as conclusion drawing and verification were employed in the analyses of the 

transcriptions and field notes (Huberman & Miles, 1994).   Data reduction refers to the process 

of summarizing the data through coding, clustering and defining themes. Conclusion drawing 

and verification entails the interpretation of data through comparing and contrasting information, 
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noting patterns and themes, and triangulation of the data sources. Thus, coding was recursive in 

nature, using themes that were discovered through the analyses.  

Data collected from the observations and interviews were coded as described and stored 

using the code and retrieval software system, QSR N6. This software allowed the researcher to 

label passages based on codes developed prior to or during analysis. The collection of identically 

coded passages (retrieval) was carried out in an efficient manner using this software (Richards 

and Richards, 1994). Recurring themes were explored and described from the observed lessons. 

Excerpts from observation transcripts, field notes, and interview transcripts were retrieved from 

QSR N6 to exemplify key components of the differentiated lessons.  Classroom artifacts were 

analyzed to clarify information when needed. 

3.5 RELIABLITY AND VALIDITY 

Quality is of utmost importance in all research. It is important that measures are taken to ensure 

the trustworthiness of the data collected and the conclusions reported. Reliability of a study 

refers to “whether the process of the study is consistent, reasonably stable over time and across 

researchers and methods” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 278). Miles and Huberman (1994) 

suggest that the research questions must be clearly defined, the researcher’s role must be planned 

and defined, and the collection of data consistent across researchers. These measures were taken 

to ensure the reliability of this study. Miles and Huberman (1994) also recommend coding 

checks for the data analysis. The researcher employed the help of a trained graduate student to 

increase inter-rater reliability of the data coding during analysis. 
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According to Miles and Huberman (1994), internal validity refers to the “truth value” of 

the study’s findings (p. 278). Methods such as triangulation and member checking add to the 

validity of a study. In this case study, information from the qualitative sources of data described 

was triangulated with data obtained from the classroom artifacts in the analyses. According to 

Stake (1994), 

Triangulation has been generally considered a process of using multiple perceptions to 

clarify meaning, verifying the repeatability of an observation or interpretation. But, 

acknowledging that no observations or interpretation are perfectly repeatable, 

triangulation serves also to clarify meaning by identifying different ways the 

phenomenon (p.241) 

The classroom artifacts were intended to provide insight into the teacher’s intentions prior to the 

lesson. The observation data provided insight regarding the teacher’s actions, while the interview 

data provided reflective information regarding decisions that were made. Together, a complete 

picture of this exemplary teacher’s differentiated reading instruction emerged. Member checking 

was employed in addition to the triangulation of data. The teacher interviews were transcribed 

and then sent to the participant for review.  

Peer debriefing with two colleagues was conducted throughout the data collection and 

analysis periods. Two of the five observations were conducted with a trained graduate student, 

and compared for depth of content. Observations, analysis, theories, and findings were regularly 

discussed with one or both of these peer debriefers. This allowed outside perspectives on the 

study, which enhanced the credibility of the findings (Maloch, 2002).  

External validity, according to Miles and Huberman (1994), deals with the generalization 

of the findings of the study. According to Yin (2003), “a single-case study is analogous to a 
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single experiment, and many of the same conditions that justify a single experiment also justify a 

single-case study” (p. 39). Descriptive evidence reported from this study may later be utilized in 

a replication, or in an attempt to build a theory regarding the nature of effective differentiated 

reading instruction. Patterns of interaction in effective differentiated reading instruction were 

recorded that may be used to strengthen future studies. 

3.6 SUMMARY 

A single case study design was employed to describe the nature of effective differentiated 

reading instruction. The main participant was an exemplary teacher, nominated by her school 

district; the students in the classroom were secondary participants. The researcher observed 

reading instruction, documenting the observations through field notes and audiotape. A feedback 

interview was conducted in order to gain insight from the teacher participant regarding 

instructional decision-making from each lesson. Classroom artifacts were collected to provide 

insight to decisions made prior to, during, and following the lesson. Major themes that emerged 

from the data were written to provide a detailed description of exemplary differentiated reading 

instruction. 

 

 

 

 

 

 64 



4.0  ANALYSIS OF DATA 

The purpose of this study was to investigate and describe the nature of small group differentiated 

reading instruction in one exemplary second grade classroom. It has been demonstrated 

repeatedly in research that the most effective teachers of literacy adapt instruction to meet the 

needs of individuals in their classroom, often through small group instruction. It was determined 

that the students in this classroom were at varying level of literacy development; therefore, the 

teacher had grouped the children based on reading level. It was assumed that the teacher would 

design different lessons for each group based on the needs of the members. Of particular interest 

was the decision-making of the teacher as she planned and conducted these lessons. 

4.1 OVERVIEW OF DATA ANALYSIS 

Data analyses were ongoing throughout the data collection process with the use of the constant 

comparison method (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). The main analysis reported here consisted of a 

two-stage process of reviewing the transcribed small group lessons. Inter-rater reliability was 

determined by two raters who coded twenty percent of the transcripts and twenty percent of the 

field notes. Agreement between the two raters was found to be 87% on the field notes and 82% 

on the transcripts. 
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In addition, the following data sources provided information to crosscheck the transcripts:  

expanded field notes of classroom literacy instruction, teacher interviews, classroom artifacts, 

and theoretical memos used to develop hypotheses regarding teacher decision-making.  For 

example, during several transcribed lessons, one student was asked to read aloud. This could 

have been coded as part of the lesson focus, reading aloud. However, field notes revealed this to 

be an example of assessment; the teacher was taking a running record of the child’s reading 

behavior. 

 

4.1.1 First stage of analysis 

 

During the first stage of analysis, field notes and audio transcripts were reviewed with two 

colleagues to identify initial patterns and themes in the data related to lesson differentiation 

(Strauss & Corbin, 1990). An in-depth analysis of one lesson was conducted, the coding scheme 

was refined, and the first transcript was re-coded by the researcher and a colleague. Remaining 

transcripts were coded, and refinement of the categories continued throughout the data analysis. 

Because the nature of the teacher’s talk emerged as one source of lesson differentiation, this 

discourse was examined in the second stage of analysis.   The codes that emerged from the first 

stage of analysis are listed and described in Table 2. 
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Table 2. Coding scheme 

Code Definition 

Time Time and frequency spent in small group instruction. 

Materials Types of materials used by students and/or teacher in small 

group lesson. 

Lesson Focus Instructional focus for small group lesson. 

Post Reading Assignment Teacher assignment for student response following reading.  

Assessment Assessment tools utilized by teacher to inform small group 

instruction. 

Teacher Talk Scaffolding, through talk, provided by the teacher during 

small group instruction. 

 

A sample transcript complete with stage one codes is provided in Appendix I.  

 

4.1.2 Second stage of analysis 

 

The amount of teacher versus student talk was calculated to determine whether there was 

a difference among the groups. The quantified measure of teacher talk, however, was not as 

interesting as the quality of teacher talk. Research supports the notion that that low-achieving 

readers may attain average reading levels with appropriate scaffolded instruction (Rodgers, 

2004). Therefore, a microanalysis of teacher discourse patterns related to student scaffolding was 

conducted, further supplementing the constant-comparative method of analysis.  Scaffolding 

sequences (Stone, 1998) were analyzed, and four codes were adapted from a study conducted by 
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Roehler and Cantlon (1997). During this microanalysis the focus was placed on the nature of the 

teacher’s spoken interventions and the student utterances surrounding those interventions. An 

utterance was defined as a turn-taking episode in speech. The following table provides a list and 

description of the codes used to categorize verbal scaffolding through teacher talk during the 

small group lessons. 

 

Table 3. Teacher talk 

Verbal Assistance Type Definition 

Direct Explanation Explicit statements used by the teacher to assist students in 

understanding a concept or strategy. 

Explicit Modeling Verbal demonstration of strategy application. Includes think 

alouds and talk alouds.  

Invitations to Participate Statements used by teacher to encourage student participation 

by eliciting student to provide explanation, elaboration, or 

direct evidence from text. 

Clarification Guided discussion or questioning used by the teacher in order 

to help correct student misunderstanding. 

Verification Confirmation of valid or correct student response. 

Telling Teacher provides answer for student in order to continue the 

discussion or the reading. 

 

An excerpt from one transcript coded for teacher talk can be found in Appendix J. 
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4.2 DESCRIPTION OF DAILY READING INSTRUCTION 

Each day in the observed second grade classroom began with a reading block that lasted the 

entire morning. Literacy instruction continued each afternoon with writing instruction through 

the Writer’s Workshop approach.  Table 4 lists and describes the major components of daily 

reading instruction. 

Table 4. Components of reading instruction 

Component Instructional Focus Grouping 

Arrangement 

Approximate 

Time Frame 

Independent Seatwork 

Morning Announcements 

Strategy Application Individual 20 minutes 

Morning Message Reading Strategies 

Writing Strategies 

Math Strategies 

Whole Class 20 minutes 

Individual Reading 

Conferences 

Reading Strategies 

Reading Assessment 

Individual 

(2-3 per day) 

25 minutes 

Shared Reading Reading Strategies Whole Class 15 minutes 

Small Group Reading 

(combined with  

Literacy Centers) 

Reading Strategies Small Groups 

(1-2 groups per 

day met with 

teacher) 

40 minutes 
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4.2.1 Whole class instruction 

All students in the observed classroom received daily whole group reading lessons. Ms. Smith 

modeled new strategies, discussed literature, introduced different genres, and reinforced 

previously taught information during these lessons. Lesson focus was determined primarily by 

the school’s grade level curriculum. Pacing was determined by the abilities of the students; that 

is, Ms. Smith assessed the group learning, and re-taught or accelerated this whole class teaching 

as necessary.  

The literacy block began with a whole group meeting held in a gathering spot on the 

carpet. The students read silently from a Morning Message written on a large easel pad by the 

teacher. A variety of reading and writing strategies were modeled for the group; math instruction 

was integrated into two of the observed lessons. In addition, students were expected to 

participate in the application of reading strategies during the lesson, sometimes individually and 

sometimes chorally with the group. Each Morning Message concluded with a student-led 

description of “what good readers do.”  Students were required to provide examples of what one 

good reader did during the day’s Morning Message lesson.  The instructional focus of the 

morning message changed according to the needs of the students. Fluency, decoding, vocabulary, 

and comprehension strategies were all introduced during the observation period. The specific 

instructional focus of each observed Morning Message is described in Figure 5. 
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Table 5. Morning message 

Observation Day Morning Message Reading Focus Content Area 

Integration 

Day One Thinking Thursday Fluency Math  

(solving word 

problems) 

Day Two Finish-up Friday Fluency 

Main idea 

Analogies 

Writing 

(paragraphs, lists, 

analogies) 

Day Three Marvelous Mondays Spelling Patterns  

(r-controlled vowels) 

Vocabulary (suffixes) 

Fluency 

Main Idea 

Writing  

(paragraphs) 

Day Four Wacky Wednesday Fluency 

Vocabulary 

(antonyms and 

synonyms) 

Genres (listing) 

Writing (lists-guided) 

 

Day Five Thinking Thursday Fluency Math 

(solving word 

problems) 
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A second type of daily whole group meeting was described by Ms. Smith as a Shared 

Reading lesson. The teacher modeled reading strategies with a big book, poster, or overhead 

transparency so that all students could attend to the text simultaneously. Students were asked to 

read along or answer specific questions using the modeled strategies. When asked about her 

rationale for teaching whole class lessons in this way, Ms. Smith answered, “I think it is 

important to model, to do things ‘shared.’  The guided reading, the independent practice. The 

gradual release of responsibility, to, with, and by.”   

These whole class lessons were devoted to introducing new strategies through teacher 

modeling. For example, Ms. Smith used a big book about the coral reef to demonstrate how to 

determine the main idea of a passage. Students were asked to determine the main point or big 

idea of each page of the book. The teacher recorded the students’ answers on a sticky note and 

attached the note to each page. This information was reused the following day when the teacher 

illustrated the difference between main idea and determining important facts. The shared reading 

lessons conducted over the observed time period were all comprehension lessons. The teacher 

planned these lessons to deepen the students’ understanding of informational text, an important 

skill for young readers. The instructional focus of each observed shared reading lesson is 

described in Table 6. 
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Table 6. Shared reading instruction 

Observation 

Day 

Shared Text Lesson Focus Content Area Integration 

Day One Big Book:  Life in 

the Coral Reef 

Determining main idea Science 

Day Two Big Book:  Life in 

the Coral Reef 

Determining important 

facts (versus main idea) 

Science 

Day Three Overhead 

Transparency:   

What is a Shell? 

Determining important 

facts 

Science 

Day Four None None None 

Day Five Overhead 

Transparency:   

What is a Shell? 

Diagrams in  

informational text 

Science 

 

4.2.2 Individualized instruction 

Following the whole-class reading lesson Ms. Smith held individual reading conferences with 

two to three students daily, while the remaining class members engaged in self-selected silent 

reading. These individual conferences were held throughout the year. Each student met with the 

teacher at least once per quarter; however, children who struggled with reading met with Ms. 

Smith several times per week. These meetings were opportunities for individualized assessment 

and teaching. Ms. Smith assessed each student by taking a running record on a student-selected 
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text. In addition, Ms. Smith engaged each student in a conversation that allowed the reader to 

demonstrate the level of comprehension achieved on that particular text. Reading strategies, 

goals, and preferences were often topics of these conversations as well. Ms. Smith explained that 

one purpose of these conferences was to gather information for planning small group lessons. 

4.2.3 Small group reading instruction 

In addition to daily whole group lessons and occasional individual meetings, the students in Ms. 

Smith classroom participated in small group reading instruction. Each group was comprised of 

four to five students. The number and membership of the groups, as well as the frequency of 

small group lessons, changed over the course of the school year based on the needs of the 

readers. During the observation period, Ms. Smith taught lessons to five different groups of 

children.  Membership was based primarily on instructional reading level as determined by 

running records. Students were further grouped by reading preferences. For example, if more 

than five children read at the same instructional level, Ms. Smith split the group based on interest 

so that a text could be selected to match the preferences of the readers.  

Children who were not meeting with Ms. Smith for small group instruction worked at 

Literacy Stations. Small groups of students completed assigned tasks either independently or 

with the support of their group members. Assignments were provided by Ms. Smith, and were 

designed to extend the use of skills and strategies previously taught to the whole class. During 

the post observation interview Ms. Smith explained that some of the tasks were intentionally 

tiered to match the reading and writing levels of each student. Students selected the order in 

which they completed the required tasks, as well as the children with whom they worked. 
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Ms. Smith engaged her students in more individual and small group reading instruction 

than whole group reading instruction. This pattern was consistent with findings in previous 

exemplary literacy research instruction (Taylor, et al., 2000; Taylor et al., 2002b).  

4.3 DIFFERENTIATED SMALL GROUP READING INSTRUCTION:  A DETAILED 

DESCRIPTION 

The focus of this study was the manner in which Ms. Smith differentiated the small group 

reading instruction in her classroom. This was accomplished by varying the following 

components in each lesson:  time, materials, focus, teacher talk, and post-reading assignments. 

The variation of each lesson was determined through the use of on-going assessment, which will 

be described following an explanation of each component. 

4.3.1 Time 

Ms. Smith met with at least one small group of students for reading instruction on each of day of 

observation. Each group met with the teacher at least once during the five day observation cycle; 

however, students who were struggling with the acquisition of strategies met with Ms. Smith 

more often. A description of the time spent with each group is provided in Table 7.  
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Table 7 Time and frequency of meetings 

Group 

Number 

Number of 

Students 

Class Rank Reading 

Level 

Time 

(Min./Freq) 

1 5 Highest 

(tied) 

Q 

(Grade 4) 

25 minutes 

1 session 

2 4 Highest 

(tied) 

Q 

(Grade 4) 

33 minutes 

1 session 

3 4 Average N 

(Grade 3) 

30 minutes 

1 session 

4 5 2nd Lowest M 

(End of 

Grade 2) 

20 minutes 

1 session 

5 4 Lowest L/M 

(End of 

Grade 2) 

30 minutes 

25 minutes 

3 sessions 

(2 observed) 

 

In addition to the daily whole group lessons, four of the five groups met once with the 

teacher for differentiated reading instruction during the observation period of this study. This 

included group 4, which was considered the second lowest group in the course. This group was, 

however, reading grade-level materials with accuracy and good comprehension. The members of 

the group were also learning new strategies at a good rate. Group 5, the lowest group, met with 

Ms. Smith three times during this time span, two of which were observed. In the post-

observation interview Ms. Smith explained that this reading group required several meetings per 
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week, even though they were capable of reading grade-level materials.  Frequent meetings were 

necessary so the students in the group could discuss the materials read while the new information 

was still fresh in their minds, as well as reinforce strategies taught at previous whole group and 

small group lessons. This level of support was akin to the level of support needed by the average 

readers at the beginning of the school year. As the students progressed in their ability, Ms. Smith 

released the responsibility for reading and responding to the text to the students, meeting with 

them less frequently. 

The length of the meetings during the observation period was similar across groups. 

Lessons lasted from twenty to thirty minutes during this period; the average time spent in small 

group instruction was twenty-seven minutes. When asked how this was determined, the teacher 

explained that she took as much time as she needed to teach the planned material. She added that 

conversations and questions often took an unplanned path, which sometimes changed the length 

of the lesson. Ms. Smith generally conducted her small group lesson at the same time each day; it 

was a part of the “literacy block” routine. Small group instruction was the last portion of this 

block, upon completion of which students were dismissed to lunch. In essence the constraint of 

the school day schedule, or the classroom routine, limited the time used for such lessons.  

In the post-observation interview Ms. Smith described how she adjusted the amount of 

time devoted to small group instruction over the course of the school year. Each small group met 

with Ms. Smith several times per week at the beginning of the school year; the number and 

frequency of the meetings was based on group need. Struggling readers met more frequently than 

average or accelerated readers. As the school year progressed, the membership of the groups 

changed as student abilities grew at different rates. Also, the small groups met with Ms. Smith 
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less often, because they were able to read and respond to assigned texts independently between 

sessions.    

4.3.2 Materials 

Each group that met with Ms. Smith used a different trade book for the instructional focus of the 

observed small group lesson. The core reading program at Martin Elementary School could be 

described as a “homegrown” program, based on recent research in practices of exemplary 

literacy instruction (Taylor et al., 2002b; Walpole, Justice, & Invernizzi, 2004). Therefore, Ms. 

Smith was not required to follow the scope and sequence of a basal series.  

Such a student-centered approach to teaching reading requires professional decisions 

making based on a deep knowledge of the reading process. This decision-making can result in 

responsive teaching, which accelerates student learning (Rodgers, 2004). In contrast, adoption of 

a basal reading series as the core program can result in a one-size-fits-all model that actually 

widens the gap in student achievement (Allington & Walmsley, 1995; McGill-Franzen et al, 

2006). One rationale for responsive teaching is to attempt to close the achievement gap (Walpole 

et al., 2004). Table 8 provides a list and description of the reading materials used during the 

observed period. 
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Table 8.  Reading materials used for small group instruction 

Group Class Rank Reading Level* Text Title (Level) Description 

1 Highest (tied) Q (4th) Iditarod (M) 

(lower level to 

complement a higher 

level novel 

previously read) 

Informational 

Trade Book 

2 Highest (tied) Q (4th) Charlotte’s Web (Q) Fiction 

Chapter Book 

3 Average N (3rd) Amber Brown Wants 

Extra Credit (N) 

 

Fiction 

Chapter Book 

4 2nd Lowest M (2nd) Stanley in Space (M) 

 

Fiction 

Chapter Book 

5 Lowest L/M  (2nd) The Gift of Writing 

(L) 

The Man Who Loved 

the Sea (M) 

Fiction 

Trade Book 

Informational 

Trade Book 

 

* Guided Reading Level (Fountas & Pinnell, 1996) and approximate grade level equivalent. 

The topic of text selection was discussed during the post observation interview. Ms. 

Smith explained that she selected different reading materials for each small group lesson 

conducted. She further explained that each decision was based on the instructional reading level 

 79 



of the group, the curriculum required by the district, and the interests of the group members. A 

basal reader was available for Ms. Smith to use as a resource; stories from the basal were used if 

they matched the instructional level of the group members and the teaching focus.  

Materials for reading instruction were gathered from several resources. Ms. Smith 

possessed an extensive classroom library filled with short trade books of a variety of genres that 

were published for the purpose of small group reading instruction. Ms. Smith also used a variety 

of chapter books, picture books, and beginning novels from her classroom library. When 

necessary, she borrowed books from the school’s literacy resource center. She attempted to 

balance the genre of text used throughout the school year.  

Other materials were used during the small group lessons as well. There were sessions 

where Ms. Smith used a white board to write key questions for the group lesson. The white board 

was also used to demonstrate decoding strategies for the lowest ranked group in the class. 

Response journals were used to assess reading comprehension in several of the groups. Students 

were asked to respond to a question or statement in their journals. The teacher either read the 

journals upon collection, or asked the group members to share their responses during the lesson. 

These responses were used to determine understanding of the text, as well as application of 

strategies that had been taught. For example, after teaching the students how making a 

connection with a character in a text can increase comprehension, Ms. Smith would ask the 

students to write about personal connections in their journals. The teacher would then assess the 

written responses to determine the depth of each student’s understanding. Ms. Smith used such 

information to plan the teaching points in later lessons.  

Teacher created handouts were used in one of the observed small group lessons. These 

handouts were used as reminders, or scaffolds, for reading strategies. For example, students 
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involved in the session were beginning to use the technique of Literature Circles (Daniels, 2001) 

for their lesson. The teacher provided each group member with a role sheet, which explicitly 

defined the tasks they were to complete. Students filled in key sections of the role sheet with 

information gathered prior to the group meeting.  Ms. Smith explained that such materials were 

used as needed, until the students could successfully complete tasks independently, throughout 

the course of the school year. 

4.3.3 Lesson focus 

Small group reading instruction was referred to as “Book Talk” time in Ms. Smith’s classroom.  

Although each group had at least one opportunity to meet with the teacher during the observed 

time period, the structure and focus of these meetings varied across groups. Table 9 illustrates 

the differentiated group structures and instructional foci used by Ms. Smith during small group 

reading instruction. 

Table 9. Lesson structure and focus 

Group 

Number 

Class Rank Reading 

Level 

Lesson 

Structure 

Instructional 

Focus 

1 Highest Q 

(Grade 4) 

Book Club Comprehension 
• Making 
Connections 
• Main Idea 

2 Highest Q 

(Grade 4) 

Literature 

Circles 

Comprehension 
• Questioning
• Character 
Traits 

3 Average N (Grade 3) Book Club Comprehension 
• Character 
Traits 
• Predictions 
• Making 
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Connections 
 
Word Study 
• Vocabulary 

4 2nd Lowest M 

(End of 

Grade 2) 

Book Club Comprehension 
• Making 
Connections 
• Character 
Traits 
• Questioning

5 Lowest L/M 

(End of 

Grade 2) 

Guided 

Reading 

Comprehension 
• Making 
Connections 
• Character 
Traits 

 
Word Study 
• Decoding 
• Vocabulary 

 

During the observation period, three of the five groups engaged in meetings similar to 

Book Clubs as described by McMahon and Raphael (1997). Book Clubs were developed to be 

small group student-led discussions within a teacher-created instructional context. The intent was 

that students would use age-appropriate texts to apply previously taught strategies in their 

reading.  The following is an excerpt from one such observed lesson in Ms. Smith’s classroom: 

T: Ok. When I read this (the assigned chapter in Stone Fox), it reminded me of something 

that you told me you guys were doing in library. 

S: We were watching the movie Balto.  

T: And isn’t that the story of Balto?  

S: Yeah, Balto was that…I think he was the leader of that team. 

S: The lead dog. 

S: Yeah. He was the lead dog. 

S: I don’t think Steel ever existed. 
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S: Yeah. Steel wasn’t a real dog. That was just in that made-up movie called Balto.  

T: Ok, so tell me this. We’re talking about three different texts because I know we have 

the book Balto right over here, which I was going to put out. 

T: Yeah, we have the book too.  

S: I also heard that the lead dog always has to be the smartest and the strongest. 

T: Tell me why. 

S: Usually ‘cause he has…well, he has to be smartest because he has to know how to 

make the dogs do what he needs them to. 

S: Like when to take a break or when to keep going. 

S: Like when to take a break, which way to turn um…and so the musher can trust him the 

 most. 

T: You know I think that was one of the things I learned the most in this was…is how 

careful you have to be of your dogs.  

S: You can’t have your lead dog…you can’t have your lead dog step in water or anything 

because then their paws will freeze and they won’t be able to move again. 

T: It talked a lot about taking care of your dogs. 

S: There’s a page of it. 

S: Right there. They put these little things around their paws to protect them. 

In Ms. Smith’s classroom the meetings categorized as “Book Clubs” were open 

conversations about the book each group had read. The teacher played the role of participant, but 

gently led the instructional focus of the discussion. The foci of each group meeting were 

comprehension, enjoyment, and the extension of strategies that had been taught in previous 

lessons. For example, making text-to-text connections was a strategy that Ms. Smith had taught 
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throughout the school year; the students in the previous excerpt used this strategy extensively. 

Although the teacher provided each group with texts that were matched to their approximate 

reading level in her classroom, the students in Ms. Smith’s Book Clubs groups did control the 

direction of the conversation.  

The lowest ranked group in Ms. Smith’s classroom participated in small group instruction 

structured in a manner similar to Fountas and Pinnell’s (1996) Guided Reading lessons. In this 

type of lesson, teacher-led discussions were centered on a particular skill or strategy that was 

introduced and/or reinforced in the small group lesson. Also, Ms. Smith selected texts to match 

the instructional level of the students, another common feature in Guided Reading lessons. With 

this particular group in Ms. Smith’s class, decoding was one focus of both lessons that were 

observed. The following is an excerpt from one such lesson: 

T: This is the tricky chunk that’s in there. That ‘ch’. How does it sound in the word 

‘machine’? 

S: Shhhhhh.  

T: It kind of sounds like an s-h doesn’t it? 

S: Yeah. It sounds alike but it’s spelled differently. It’s like a homophone or… 

T: Yeah. 

S: People think there’s an s-h in my last name (says her last name). 

T: But it’s not there is it? So we know and we’ve talked about all year, how letters 

sometimes sound different than what they look. And you have to think about that because 

I noticed a lot of you, when you were reading those sentences, you were saying ‘He also 

loved…’ and I know I worked with (child’s name), and he was saying that ‘mach-’, 

‘mach-’ sound. And then we got stuck because the ending didn’t match. So we had to 
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think about what happened and what would make sense in that sentence. That c-h 

actually comes up…I was trying to brainstorm some words so that you could look at that 

c-h sounding a little bit different. Look at that word. (Teacher writes word on white 

board).  

Ms. Smith continued the lesson by providing other words, not contained in the text, that were 

spelled with the ch- combination. The lesson was not limited to decoding strategies, however. 

The teacher also led the students in a conversation where students could apply comprehension 

strategies that were previously taught, as well: 

T: Find for me a really interesting part. Remember it’s more than just what you liked; 

think about something that’s really interesting. (Pause) Because remember when we read 

Life in the Coral Reef we talked about what was important and what was interesting. 

S: I think this is kind of interesting. 

T: Ok. (Student’s name) why don’t you get us started? Tell us what interesting part you 

found.  

S: I found this one that it says he got…do I read this? 

T: However you want to tell us. If you want to read it that’s fine. 

S: I’ll read it. ‘Jacques got many awards for his work. He died in 1997. The world said a 

sad goodbye to the man who loved the sea.’ 

T: Ohh…so that was interesting wasn’t it? He got lots of awards for all of those things 

that he did. Still a little bit sad there when it talks about somebody dying. 

S: There’s something interesting too…another thing…that I was born on the year that he 

died.  
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T: Ohhhh! I did miss…I missed that. Ok. So what was interesting is when he died was 

the same year you were born.  

S: Yeah, cause that’s when I was born, 1997.  

T: Ok, so you had your own text-to-self connection there. Good job! Ok, I bet you’ll 

always remember that date won’t you? 

S: Yeah. I’ve never forgotten it.  

Ms. Smith modeled and discussed the importance of locating interesting information, as well as 

making personal connections, in previous strategy lessons. These two strategies were reinforced 

during this part of the lesson. 

The final structure Ms. Smith employed in the observed small group lessons was 

Literature Circles (Daniels, 2001). In this type of lesson, Ms. Smith assigned each student a task 

to complete with the support of role sheets that she adapted from Daniels’ book. The format of 

this lesson had been taught and practiced on numerous occasions with this group. In the observed 

lesson the students used their completed role sheets to discuss the book, Charlotte’s Web, in a 

structured manner. One of the assigned roles was that of connector, a person assigned to explain 

the connections made during the reading. The following is an excerpt from the observed 

literature circle lesson that highlights this role: 

T:  (Student’s name) tell us about the connections you had with this.  

S:  

T: Ok… 

S: Or tried to get him. I like animals. Fern likes animals. Fern was so sad when she had to 

give her pig away. I was sad when I had to give my kitten away.  
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T: So you could really understand how Fern felt and that helped you understand the story 

didn’t it? You could really understand those feelings.  

Ms. Smith had the opportunity to describe Literature Circles during the post observation 

interview. She explained that through the assigned roles used in Literature Circles students 

learned to deepen their literary discussions, as well as center their discussions on key strategies 

that were previously taught to the class. The strategy of making personal connections with text 

had been taught in various lessons; it was reinforced through the use of Literature Circles in this 

lesson. Such higher-level conversations were commonly cited in studies of exemplary literacy 

teachers (Taylor, et al., 2000; Taylor et al., 2002b; Taylor, et al., 2003).  

During the post-observation interview Ms. Smith was asked to explain her rationale for 

the type of lessons she planned for each group. Ms. Smith explained that this decision was based 

on the abilities of the group members. She further explained that student ability was determined 

through classroom based assessments and teacher-student conversations. Ms. Smith attempted to 

provide the appropriate amount and type of support needed for the students to comprehend and 

enjoy the assigned text. If the students needed word-work, the lesson focused on that. If the 

students required structured roles for discussion, the teacher assigned those roles. If students 

were capable of leading the discussion, Ms. Smith allowed for that as well. The main goal was to 

get all of her students to read, comprehend, and discuss books in a meaningful way.   In the 

following interview excerpt, Ms. Smith described why she chose a decoding lesson for Group 5: 

Researcher:  Why did you do word work with this group? 

Teacher:  I think it was because I noticed that every student made a miscue when reading 

the word machine. It came up in different places in the text, so when I listened to each of 
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the group members, that really stood out with each one. So, I decided to plan the word 

work for our next meeting. 

R:  How do you think that lesson worked for those children?  Did you see any carry-over 

with their decoding?   

T:  During that lesson, they still had some trouble, even with the word chauffer. They do 

know the word machine now, and can read it in context. But the sound made by /ch/ 

required more guidance for this particular group. They need more practice with this 

sound to independently apply it. That seems to be true of a lot of sounds with this group. 

R:  What about your other groups?   

T:  We did word work at the beginning of the year, some in the middle of the year. But, 

most of the children don’t need this now. When they do need it, I point it out, and they 

pick it up very quickly. Repeated work isn’t usually needed.  

Ms. Smith’s teaching was student-centered; she tailored the lesson focus to the immediate 

needs of each group. She re-taught skills and strategies as needed; she did not depend on a 

particular scope, sequence, or curricular pacing to accomplish literacy goals. Instead, teaching 

decisions were based on classroom-based assessments, which revealed students’ needs, and Ms. 

Smith’s deep knowledge of the reading process. Such professional decision-making has been 

cited as a hallmark of exemplary literacy instruction (Pressley, et al., 1996; Pressley et al., 1998; 

Taylor, et al., 2002a). 

4.3.4 Post-reading assignments 

Ms. Smith assigned different post-reading assignments to each group. During the observed 

period post-reading assignments included re-reading a text, reading ahead, integrating and 

 88 



applying known strategies while reading, writing a response, and creating a game. The students 

devoted time to such assignments daily, either in the literacy block or at home. Ms. Smith 

designed assignments requiring student practice and application of strategies taught in whole 

group and small group lessons. The differentiated nature of the post-reading assignments in Ms. 

Smith’s classroom is highlighted in Table 10. 

 

Table 10.  Post-reading assignments 

Group 

Number 

Class Rank Reading Level Post-Reading Assignment 

1 Highest Q 

(Grade 4) 

• Play student created 
game (based on book) 

2 Highest Q 

(Grade 4) 

• Integrate all Literature 
Circle roles as reading next 
assigned chapters. Record 
findings on post-it notes. 

3 Average N 

(Grade 3) 

• Journal Response:  
character traits 
• Read next several 
chapters. 

4 2nd Lowest M 

(End of Grade 2) 

• Journal Response:  
compare/contrast 
characters 
• Read next several 
chapters 

5 Lowest L/M 

(End of Grade 2) 

• Re-read text 
• Locate (from 
previously read text) and 
record interesting facts on 
post-it notes. 
• Present facts to class 
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Ms. Smith required the students in Group 5 to silently reread their books during or after 

each of the observed lessons. Re-reading a text was assigned to this group for several reasons.  

Ms. Smith found that the children in this group often did not understand the text fully, missed out 

on key information, or forgot key episodes from the text, all of which impeded comprehension. 

Re-reading allowed the students a second chance to gather the important information from the 

page, as well as focus their reading as assigned by the teacher. Re-reading also allowed the 

additional practice in fluency building required by this group of students. 

The remaining four groups were not asked to re-read any portion of the assigned text; 

instead they were allowed to read ahead independently following group time. During the post-

observation interview Ms. Smith explained that the students were placed in books appropriate for 

independent reading; they could read and understand the text without intervention. Small group 

instruction was a time to deepen the meaning of the text and to practice the strategies taught 

during whole group lessons. However, Ms. Smith did mention that this was not the case in the 

beginning of the school year. The students needed much more support in the fall; as a result 

small group lessons were much more guided, and the post-reading assignments were as well. It 

was common practice to assign most of the groups to re-read a text following a lesson at the 

beginning of the school year.  

Two groups were required to respond to the assigned text by writing in a journal during 

the observation period. A prompt was provided in order to focus the nature of the response. For 

example, Ms. Smith asked one group to describe the nature of one main character’s changes 

throughout the book they had read. A different group was asked to compare and contrast two 

characters from their assigned book. Not all groups were observed writing a response to their 
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reading; however, Ms. Smith later explained that all groups did frequently participate in this 

activity over the course of the school year.  

In the post-observation interview Ms. Smith explained that the nature of the post-reading 

assignments changed over the course of the year. Therefore, if two groups read the same text at 

different times in the school year, the post-reading assignment would likely change, based on the 

knowledge and development of each group. Even so, the post-reading assignments were always 

authentic activities designed by the teacher to extend learning from previously taught lessons; 

skill based worksheets were not used with any of the groups. This was in contrast to Allington’s 

(1983) finding, where the struggling readers were often drilled on skills using low-level 

worksheets. Instead, Ms. Smith focused on higher-level thinking skills during small group 

instruction and in the post-reading assignments. 

4.3.5 Assessment 

Ms. Smith conducted several classroom based on-going reading assessments during the 

observation period. Assessments used in small group instruction were the focus of this study; 

however, she did not limit her reading assessments to these lessons. Instead, a variety of 

assessment tools were used at different times during the reading block. Table 11 illustrates the 

different assessment tools used with each small group. 
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Table 11.  Assessment tools 

Group 

Number 

Class Rank Reading Level Assessments During 

Instruction 

1 Highest Q 

(Grade 4) 

 

• Anecdotal Records 

2 Highest Q 

(Grade 4) 

• Anecdotal Records 
• Running Records  
• Fluency Screening  

3 Average N 

(Grade 3) 

• Anecdotal records 
• Running Records 

 

4 2nd Lowest M 

(End of Grade 2) 

• Anecdotal records 
    

5 Lowest L/M 

(End of Grade 2) 

• Anecdotal Records 
• Running Records 

    

 

Anecdotal records were kept during each observed small group lesson. Ms. Smith 

recorded observations of students reading strategies and difficulties on computer labels. At the 

end of each lesson the computer labels were moved to each child’s reading file. When a child 

neglected to apply a strategy that was previously taught, Ms. Smith noted this on the anecdotal 

record. The strategy was re-taught to the student either during the small group lesson or in an 
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individual reading conference. Ms. Smith referred to these records to follow up with further 

assessment and instruction as needed. 

Teacher observations were focused by a comprehension strategy rubric (Appendix K) 

designed to assess the depth of student application of strategies during the book talk discussions. 

Ms. Smith kept the rubric on the table for her own reference during each group meeting. Again, 

if a student neglected to apply a particular strategy, it was noted; in addition, if a student excelled 

in a certain area, this was noted as well. 

Comprehension discussions in two of the groups (Group 3 and Group 4) were centered on 

responses written in the student journals after the previous lesson. Ms. Smith kept the same type 

of anecdotal records on the computer labels for these oral responses. One child in Group 3 was 

hesitant to share her journal entry orally during the observed lesson. Ms. Smith read the entry 

later, and then recorded her observations regarding the student’s comprehension level on the 

computer label. In the post-observation interview Ms. Smith revealed that English was the 

second language for this student. As a result, she is often hesitant to speak in front of the group; 

Ms. Smith made necessary accommodations in order to further the child’s reading ability. 

Ms. Smith also took running records of oral reading behavior with selected members in 

groups two, three, and five during the observed period. Ms. Smith recorded the reading behaviors 

as a check of reading accuracy. In addition, running records were analyzed to determine which 

cue sources were used and which cue sources were neglected by individual students. Students 

were grouped according to similar needs and reading levels with these running records. 

The students selected for running record assessments in Group 2 (one of the highest 

ranked groups) were actually selected by another student, who was assigned the Literature Circle 

role of ‘passage picker.’ When asked in the post-observation interview how students were 
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selected in the other groups for running records, Ms. Smith explained that she tried to assess 

students as frequently as possible. She was able to take running records on individuals during the 

individual reading conferences, and used small group reading instruction as an additional time to 

gather the needed data. Ms. Smith also explained that she collected more running record data 

with the struggling readers (Group 5) than with the other class members. She attempted to take 

running records weekly with each member of this group. Finally, Ms. Smith explained that the 

frequency of these assessments changed over the course of the school year. She recorded oral 

reading more frequently with all of her students in the beginning of the school year, when their 

reading levels were not as advanced. 

 A Reading Fluency Rubric (Appendix L) was used to guide Ms. Smith’s observations of 

one student’s reading in Group 2. When asked about this assessment tool in the post-observation 

interview, Ms. Smith explained that she attempted to assess each child’s reading fluency on a 

quarterly basis, and this student had not yet been assessed. She further explained that she and a 

team of teachers created the rubric while she was working in a different school district. 

During the post-observation interview Ms. Smith also described the importance of on-

going informal observations to informed teaching. She stated,  

My anecdotal records are what help me a great deal. Because I just jot down notes all the 

time, my little white computer labels are all over the place. Because it may be in a 

science lesson that I notice something with reading, so I write it down and it helps me 

keep everything organized. 

She went on to explain the importance of the more formalized reading assessments that she used:  

“Even running records... We as a school district set up where they should be at three different 

points during the year. So I am really concerned when kids aren’t at those points. And that [on-
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going data collection] helps.”  Ms. Smith was referring to the district’s benchmark reading level 

assessments; students who are not reading at the required level at three points during the school 

year receive additional reading instruction.  

4.3.6 Teacher talk 

The amount of teacher talk versus student talk varied across the groups. The amount of 

teacher talk was calculated by dividing the number of teacher speech lines transcribed for each 

group’s lesson by the total number of speech lines transcribed.. The amount of student talk was 

calculated by dividing the number of total speech lines transcribed by the number of student 

speech lines transcribed per lesson. There were two taped and transcribed lessons for Group 5; 

the total number of transcribed lines was added together for this group. Table 12 provides the 

percentages of teacher versus student talk for each group. Lines where teachers and students 

talked simultaneously were not coded for this category; thus the calculated percentages do not 

always equal one-hundred.  

Table 12. Amount of teacher versus student talk 

Group 

Number 

Class Rank Reading Level Teacher Talk Student Talk 

1 Highest Q 

(Grade 4) 

60% 38% 

2 Highest Q 

(Grade 4) 

52% 48% 

3 Average N 48% 47% 
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(Grade 3) 

4 2nd Lowest M 

(End of Grade 2)

53% 46% 

5 Lowest L/M 

(End of Grade 2)

60% 37% 

 

The conversation was mainly balanced between Ms. Smith and her students in three of 

the five groups. However, Ms. Smith did more of the talking in one high group and in the lowest 

ranked group. Analysis of the types of teacher talk was required to ascertain why this was so. 

Ms. Smith provided differentiated amounts and types of scaffolding through her 

conversations with her students during small group reading instruction. Verbal modeling, 

explanations, invitations, verification, and clarification were used to provide support to students 

who required additional help for problem solving while reading or discussing a text. Each type of 

assistance was coded on the lesson transcripts. There were also occasions when Ms. Smith 

provided the students with answers or words when they could not do this on their own; this was 

coded as telling.  

Table 13 illustrates the percentage of each type of scaffolding used in Ms. Smith’s small 

group lessons. Each percentage was calculated by dividing the number of lines coded for each 

type of scaffolding in each group by the total number of lines coded for teacher talk. Group 5 

participated in two observed lessons during the study; the number of transcribed lines from both 

lessons was added together to calculate each percentage. 
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Table 13.  Different types of verbal scaffolding 

Group Reading Level Direct 

Explanation 

Explicit 

Modeling 

Invitations to 

Participate 

Clarification Verification Telling 

1 Q 

(Grade 4) 

13% 13% 33% 10% 11% - 

2 Q 

(Grade 4) 

16% 10% 21% 20% 23% - 

3 N 

(Grade 3) 

13% 12% 17% 24% 21% 1% 

4 M 

(End of 

Grade 2) 

19% 6% 21% 12% 14% - 

5 L/M 

(End of 

Grade 2) 

29% 5% 19% 25% 13% 6% 

 

The following is a description of the codes (adapted from Roehler & Cantlon, 1997) used 

to categorize the different types of verbal scaffolds used by Ms. Smith during the observation 

period: 

Direct explanation. This type of scaffolding was defined as using explicit statements 

designed to assist students in understanding a concept, when to apply a strategy, or how a 

strategy is used. Re-explanations of previously taught strategies or concepts were coded this way 
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as well. This type of scaffold was the predominate type of teacher talk coded in the observed 

lessons of the lowest ranked group.  

Ms. Smith used direct explanation in the previously cited lesson to help the lowest ranked 

group decode unknown words with the c-h combination in them. As the lesson continued, Ms. 

Smith used this type of talk to explain how to use the known word (machine) to decode an 

unknown word (chauffer): 

S: Choffer? 

T: The chauffer! Yeah! Show-fer. Take a look at that. Usually when we think of the word 

 ‘show’, don’t we think s-h-o-w?  

S: (Unintelligible) 

T: Right, and that doesn’t look at all like…exactly! So we know and we’ve talked about a 

lot of different words that have sounds in it that don’t match how the letters look. And 

you’ve got to keep track of that. And ‘machine’ is just one of those words. When you see 

the ‘ch’ and you start out with ‘match’ and it doesn’t make sense, you have to think, what 

else can I do to change that word? What else can I do to make it make sense? In 

(student’s name) case, which is page four: ‘He also loved machines.’ And then it said 

‘Once he bought a movie camera.’ So you need to think, what is a movie camera?  

S: It’s… 

T: What is it an example of…exactly. But if you don’t know that word, you can go back 

and think about ‘machine’. Exactly. So you have to be careful because that’s an important 

word in this story. It comes up more than one time. And I noticed yesterday when we 

read, a lot of you didn’t get that word but you kept going. And that…And I noticed I 

stopped (student’s name) because he didn’t get that word but he had kept going and that 
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changed his understanding of the story. So sometimes, you have to stop and reread and 

you have to remember to get help.  

Ms. Smith explained how to use analogous thinking, moving from the known to the unknown, in 

previous word-solving lessons. She then re-explained this known strategy, within the context of 

this lesson, to help the readers make sense of the text. It was through this re-explanation that Ms. 

Smith attempted to teach this group to integrate strategies in their reading. Such meaning driven 

prompts were commonly used by Ms. Smith throughout the course of the observation. 

Another example of direct explanation was taken from a lesson with Group 1, one of the 

highest ranked in the class: 

S: The prize in Stone Fox was less than how much money you need to even like have 

enough money to enter.  

T: And we know that in fiction books don’t we? That when you write fiction…even think 

about the fiction stories that you write in Writing Workshop. You can stretch things and 

make things not totally accurate right? You just have to keep that in mind when you’re 

reading a fiction story…that’s why I pulled out the Iditarod for you to read after Stone 

Fox, because I didn’t want you to think that Stone Fox was really how dog races are. 

Ms. Smith used the direct explanation to illustrate one difference between fiction and non-fiction 

stories, using texts written on the same topic; this was a requirement of the district’s curriculum. 

Explicit modeling. Ms. Smith used this type of verbal assistance to demonstrate how to 

“work through” a strategy through verbal example. This included think-alouds demonstrating 

reasons for strategy selection, specifying steps, or providing clues. Talk-alouds, such as modeled 

questioning or commenting, were also considered under this code. This type of scaffolding was 

observed less frequently in the lower ranked groups than in the higher groups.  Again, direct 
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explanation was favored in these lower groups. Ms. Smith did not use a great deal of explicit 

modeling in the observed small group lessons (see Table 13). Perhaps this is because she 

provided a great deal of explicit modeling of new strategies in the whole-class lessons. 

Explicit modeling was employed by Ms. Smith as she modeled how to make personal 

connections with text with the average-ranked reading group: 

T: Sometimes when you’re really sad…don’t people…sometimes people don’t know how 

to act and sometimes when they’re really sad…they act mean or they act angry just 

because they don’t know what to do.  

S: And they don’t listen to each other. The mom may say something else, then take it 

back, like how they got married… 

T: Do you know what I remember (Student’s name)?  I remember when your grandpa 

passed away this year and you were really sad when you came to school. But then I 

remember something happened and you were angry with somebody, but it really wasn’t 

that you were angry with somebody, it was really just that you were sad and they kind of 

got you on a bad day.  

S: I remember that but I don’t know what it was about.  

T: I don’t remember what it was about either, but I just remember saying ‘I bet you’re 

really not mad.’ And we talked about how it was kind of like you’re sad and you don’t 

know how to deal with those feelings. That’s hard and she’s [the books main character] in 

fourth grade and that would be really sad. And I know when we started the book, we 

talked about what it would be like, because nobody here has parents that are divorced.  

Ms. Smith modeled linking a child’s personal experience to the life of the main character in the 

assigned text. The strategy of using personal connections to comprehend text was taught in 
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previous lessons; however, modeling this strategy with another book was required for this group 

so they could apply it to their own reading. 

Invitations to participate. The third type of scaffolding through talk that was coded 

included instances when the teacher encouraged student participation by eliciting students’ 

reasoning or encouraging elaboration on a response. For example, when the teacher asked a 

student to clarify his/her thinking or provide evidence from the text for an incomplete answer, it 

was coded as an invitation to participate. This sort of talk was often used to keep the 

conversation focused during the instruction, or to ensure that all group members were 

participating.  

Ms. Smith invited discussion participation in a variety of ways. At times, she simply 

posed a question to begin the discussion and assess student knowledge, as exemplified in the 

following excerpt from the lowest-ranked group’s lesson: 

T:  So just by looking at this and by the cover, what genre are we guessing? 

S:  Non-fiction? 

T:  It’s going be non-fiction, right. And what do we have when we have a book about a 

person; do we remember what that’s called? 

As Ms. Smith introduced the new text to the group, she invited the students to demonstrate what 

they knew about the genre. This conversation in turn helped her scaffold the students’ reading of 

the next book. Ms. Smith also frequently asked her students to provide evidence from the text to 

support an answer. She explained that this was a requirement in the school’s third grade writing 

curriculum, so she attempted to prepare her students by expecting them to do this verbally in 

class. This type of invitation is illustrated by the following excerpt from a lesson with the one of 

the highest ranked groups: 

 101 



T: How do you know that Wilbur and Charlotte are good friends? 

S: Because they help each other? 

T: They help each other. Give me an example. 

S: They’re nice to each other. 

T: They’re nice to each other. Give me an example of when they help each other.  

S: Well, Charlotte helps him by getting … making him chin up and making him happier 

that Charlotte can fix it and he won’t die.  

Ms. Smith encouraged continued participation in the discussion by asking the student to provide 

evidence to back up her answer. Invitation to Participate was the predominant form of teacher 

talk in the other highest ranked group (Group 1) in the class. It was also the most observed (by a 

slight margin) form of teacher talk with Group 4, who received an almost equal amount of direct 

explanation.   

Clarification. When the students demonstrated a misunderstanding of information or the 

use of a particular strategy, Ms. Smith cleared these up through guided discussion and/or 

questioning. This type of verbal scaffold was coded as clarification.  Questioning was used to 

help the students in the lowest ranked group (Group 5) gain a deeper understanding of the 

assigned text: 

T:  What made her [the main character] change? 

S:  Because she thought about it, and she wanted to write about a boy, a sad boy, and a 

wild horse… 

T:  She gets her horse story going, doesn’t she? 

S:  Yeah 

T:  Does her aunt just let her run and write down her story? 
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Students (in unison):  No.  

S:  You have to think a lot about it. 

T:  Yeah, her aunt… 

S:  It takes time… 

S:  It is really hard to make up a story. 

T:  Why doesn’t her aunt let her get her ideas down on paper though? 

S:  Because you have to do all the work first. 

T:  Why ? Why does her aunt… 

S:  You have to think, about what you are going to write about. 

S:  Because you could just write something…whoopee do dah something… 

T:  It’s kind of like what [I] tell you in Writing Workshop, isn’t it?  You have to sketch 

your ideas, brainstorm your ideas, get them down, get them down before you jump into 

writing that story. You have to do that, don’t you?  And I like how her aunt keeps her 

busy. That was a great and very important part, (student name) that you pointed out. 

Ms. Smith clarified the students’ understanding of the character’s motivation through guided 

questioning; she led them to connect their personal experiences with writing to the text, which 

led to deeper comprehension.  

Clarification was the second most observed type of teacher talk in the lowest rank group, 

and was the predominant form of teacher talk in the average-ranked reading group in Ms. 

Smith’s class.  

Verification.  Affirmation was provided when Ms. Smith confirmed relevance of a correct 

student response, which often led to further discussion. This type of scaffolding was coded as 

verification. This type of teacher talk was coded most frequently in one of the highest ranked 
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groups, as well as in the average ranked group in Ms. Smith’s classroom.  Ms. Smith asked the 

students in Group 1 to provide the main idea for a chapter they had read. Verification was used 

several times in this excerpt from that lesson: 

S: You need a lot of equipment to enter a dog sled race. 

T: I like how you put that right into one sentence. You took that-there’s a lot of different 

equipment. Good job.  

S: The main idea is about finding gold in 1898. The main idea is about taking supplies to 

Nome.  

T: Ok. So you realized you had two different main ideas going in your chapter and you 

focused in on both of them. Good. 

The teacher used verification as she restated and validated the student response. This served 

partly to praise a correct response, and partly to re-teach the concept for others in the group. 

Telling. The final category for teacher talk in the observed lessons was coded as telling; 

the teacher provided students with the answer to allow the discussion or reading to continue. Ms. 

Smith provided very few answers across all of the groups. However, she did provide some 

answers to the lowest ranked group, in order to prevent the complete breakdown of the reading 

process. Still, only 6 percent of the teacher talk was coded as telling for this group.  

When asked, Ms. Smith explained that she did not consciously plan to talk differently to 

the different groups, she was simply responding to the needs of the group members. She 

provided necessary assistance for the students to problem-solve at the point of confusion or 

deepen thinking during discussion. As a result, two groups reading books at the same 

instructional reading level received two very different lessons. For example, both Group 3 and 

Group 4 participated in lessons using chapter books at the 2nd grade level. However, the nature of 
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the teacher’s instructional talk was different in these groups. It was interesting that the two 

highest rank groups were placed in different level texts for the observed instruction; this may 

have led to the different amounts and types of scaffolding coded. 

4.4 SUMMARY 

Through a description of Ms. Smith’s small group reading instruction, the guiding questions of 

this study were addressed. The first question addressed the decisions the teacher made before, 

during, and after the small group lessons. What data did the teacher use to differentiate 

instruction?  Ms. Smith explained that initial group placements were arrived at by analyzing 

benchmark data collected, which included reading performance on word lists and continuous 

text, oral retellings of the stories read. Classroom observations and interview data provided 

evidence of Ms. Smith’s on-going use of classroom based assessments. She used running records 

of oral reading behavior throughout the school year to make decisions regarding grouping and 

teaching points prior to small group instruction. Lesson foci were planned based on Ms. Smith’s 

knowledge of the students’ reading ability as evidenced through the running records, informal 

reading conference conversations, written responses, as well as student interest and school 

district curricular requirements. Ms. Smith used the conversations that took place during the 

small group lessons as further assessment that informed the direction of her teaching as the 

lesson took place. Finally, through her reflection and the products resulting from post-reading 

assignments, Ms. Smith was able to plan for her next teaching points with each group.  

The second question driving this study was what lesson components are constant 

across the groups?  What components are changed to suit the needs of the group?  Two 
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constant components seemed to be the small group size (either four or five members per group) 

and the presence of Ms. Smith as leader of each group. As leader, Ms. Smith controlled the 

instructional focus in each group meeting. Everything else seemed dependent upon the group 

members:  the time length and frequency of meetings; materials used; lesson structure and focus; 

post reading assignments; and the amount and type of teacher talk all varied across group 

lessons. 

The final question asked prior to the study addressed how time was used and managed 

in differentiated reading instruction. Ms. Smith began each day with a block of time devoted 

to literacy. This block consisted of whole class lessons, small group instruction, and individual 

reading instruction, all of which were previously described in this chapter. Differentiated 

instruction occurred during small group reading instruction and during individual reading 

conferences. Approximately 40 minutes per day was devoted to small group teaching and 

literacy center activities. Expert classroom management was essential to this small group 

teaching. Ms. Smith assigned several literacy extension tasks to be completed by her students 

each week. The students worked either independently or with small groups of students to 

complete these tasks. Ms. Smith’s small group lessons were only interrupted on rare occasions 

by a student signaling to leave the room to use the bathroom. Not one child interrupted a lesson 

to get clarification on a task, tattle on a peer, or seek additional help of any kind. The students 

were independent problem-solvers, and remained actively engaged in the tasks the teacher had 

planned for them. 
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5.0  CONCLUSION 

In this chapter findings are summarized and conclusions are drawn from the data analysis. A 

discussion of the issues related to this study and possible implications for instruction follows. 

Finally recommendations for future research are made. 

5.1 FINDINGS 

1. Differentiation occurred for each reading group in the following ways:  materials, time 

spent in small group meetings, lesson structure and focus, teacher talk, and post-reading 

assignments. 

2. There was variability in the amount of time that the teacher spent with the groups. The 

teacher acknowledged the needs of the lowest ranked readers in the class by meeting with 

them three times over the observation period; all other groups met with the teacher once 

during this period. 

3. Informal assessment was used frequently in decision-making regarding grouping 

arrangements and lesson planning. The teacher relied a great deal on running records, 

anecdotal records, and student conferences to guide her grouping decisions. Group 

membership changed over the course of the school year, based on the needs, strengths, and 
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interests of the students. For example, if a student’s progress accelerated past the other group 

members, the student was placed in a different group. Similarly, if one student struggled with 

strategies being taught to the small group, he or she was moved to a group with similar 

needs. 

4. The teacher did not use a published core reading program for reading instruction; the 

district’s core curriculum provided a scope and sequence of skills and strategies. This, along 

with ongoing student assessment, informed the teaching decisions. The participant used her 

knowledge of each student’s reading strengths and weaknesses, along with her deep 

knowledge of reading development, to craft lessons that would accelerate the learning of 

each student. All of the students in the classroom read at or above grade level when the 

school year ended. 

5. The teacher matched reading materials used in small groups to the students’ instructional 

reading level, as determined by running records of oral reading behavior. Lessons were 

tailored to fit the needs of the members of the group; materials were carefully selected to 

support the teaching in these lessons. Ms. Smith did assign a text below the instructional 

reading level for one group (Group 1). The purpose of this mis-match was to illustrate a 

specific teaching point, the difference between two genres. The teacher was able to provide a 

rationale for her choice of material. 

6. The amount of time devoted to each small group lesson was based on student response in 

the lesson conversation. The teacher directed the instructional foci of each lesson; however, 

authentic response to student questions and response drove the conversation.  

7. The major focus of the small group instruction was comprehension. The teacher and the 

students in the classroom referred to all small group reading sessions as “Book Talks.”   Still, 
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Ms. Smith differentiated the structure of each small group lesson to meet the varying abilities 

of the students in each group. She provided the most support to the lowest-ranked group in 

the class through a traditional Guided Reading (Fountas & Pinnell, 1996) lesson. One group 

was scaffolded into literary discussions through a classic Literature Circle (Daniels, 2001) 

model. The three remaining groups engaged in literary conversations through a Book Club 

(McMahon & Raphael, 1997) model. Comprehension strategies were taught explicitly during 

the whole group lessons; implicit instruction and guided practice of the strategies was 

provided during the small group lessons. 

8. The specific focus of each small group lesson varied based on the needs of the group 

members and/or the demands of the text. Ms. Smith implemented lessons focused on both 

comprehension and decoding skills with the lowest-ranked group. The remaining groups 

were engaged in lessons focused on comprehension, though the specific comprehension 

strategies varied across these groups.  

9. The amount of teacher talk did not vary a great deal across the groups. The amount of talk 

used by Ms. Smith was either balanced or slightly higher than the students talk during the 

lessons. 

10. The nature of the verbal scaffolding varied across the groups. The types and amounts of 

scaffolding were not necessarily related to level of text used for instructional purposes. 

Instead, Ms. Smith differentiated the amount of verbal support she provided for students in 

response to their conversations. This responsive teaching was a hallmark of Ms. Smith’s 

instruction. 

11. Post-reading assignments were differentiated to match student ability, extend the lesson’s 

teaching point, and apply to the text used for the lesson. The members of the lowest ranked 
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group were often required to re-read text for fluency practice and comprehension 

reinforcement. The other groups engaged in activities to extend and enrich their application 

of strategies taught during whole group and small group lessons. 

5.2 DISCUSSION 

On the basis of these findings, it is reasonable to conclude that, for this teacher, small group 

differentiated reading instruction was a complex process that requires responsive and skilled 

teaching. The teacher in this study was identified as exemplary; this study provides insight into 

what one expert teacher did with differentiated reading instruction. It is clear that this exemplary 

teacher made a number of well-planned decisions before, during, and after teaching reading to 

small groups of students.   

Data were used extensively in making decisions regarding instructional grouping. 

Classroom teachers must make decisions about how to divide the class into smaller groups; this 

is needed in order to teach the students within their zone of proximal development. Assessment 

data must be collected and analyzed in order to have students grouped within this range of 

development. The exemplary teacher in this study used classroom based assessments throughout 

the school year to inform her grouping decisions. This assessment-based decision-making was 

congruent with previous studies of exemplary literacy practices (Wharton-McDonald et al, 1998; 

Pressley et al, 1998; Morrow et al., 1999; Pressley et al, 2001; Taylor, et al., 2002a).  

Because the reading groups were homogenous, the participating teacher was able to 

address the instructional needs of individual students within the small group setting. When a 

child’s reading ability was accelerated, s/he was moved into a group that best matched that 
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ability, so that the teacher could continue to teach at the zone of proximal development. 

Similarly, if a child was unable to progress at approximately the same pace as his/her group 

members, the child was moved into a group with similar needs. This fluidity allowed the teacher 

to guide the reading development of her students at the appropriate level. When a large number 

of students (more than six) were reading at the same instructional level, the participating teacher 

divided the group according to topic interest. For example, the two highest groups in the 

classroom read texts at the same level, but were involved in reading different selections. 

Instructional materials were carefully selected to scaffold student learning. Group 

membership was one important factor in lesson planning; the teacher tailored lessons to suit the 

needs, abilities, and interests of the learners. Materials played an important role in lesson 

planning as well. The reading materials were viewed as an instructional scaffold, selected to 

allow the children to practice reading skills and strategies within the zone of proximal 

development. According to the teacher, books were used that offered just the right amount of 

reading difficulty, so that children were required to use newly introduced skills and strategies; 

however, the assigned text was never so hard that students were frustrated in their attempts to 

apply new skills and strategies.  

Since the students in this classroom varied in reading ability, it was necessary for the 

teacher to select different materials for each group.  In addition, the students had varied learning 

styles and interests. Because of this a commercially published program with a prescribed scope 

and sequence was not the only material used. Instead, the teacher matched the assigned reading 

materials to the instructional level of her students in order to teach the needed lesson to each 

group.  Flexibility in decision-making proved to be essential here. There were times throughout 

the year when the teacher selected a book below the group’s instructional reading level. This was 
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important for a variety of reasons, such as when a group was learning to apply a particularly hard 

strategy, being introduced to a new genre, or making comparisons across texts. 

The amount of time devoted to each group changed over the course of the year, and 

varied across groups. Again, it was the needs and abilities of her students that led the teacher 

conclude what was necessary. Working within a time frame of one hour and fifty minutes, the 

teacher took the time necessary to have meaningful conversations about books while modeling, 

explaining, and revisiting essential skills and strategies. Struggling students required more time 

to grapple with the information in texts, and more time to review and practice strategies taught. 

Accelerated groups required more time to read independently and to formulate reactions. As a 

result, the teacher held meetings more frequently with struggling readers than with the others in 

the class.  

The length of the group meetings changed over the course of the school year as the 

abilities and attention spans of the students progressed. Early in the year the teacher conducted 

simple lessons focused on one or two teaching points. As the students became fluent, 

independent readers, the lesson focus shifted to the integration of multiple strategies, similar to 

the change over time found in Pressley et al.’s study of comprehension strategies instruction 

(1992). As a result of the shift in lesson focus, conversations were lengthened. In order to stay 

within the time reserved for this literacy block, the number of small group lessons taught each 

day decreased. Therefore, the students received fewer, but longer, small group lessons each week 

by the year’s end.  Each group met with the teacher once per week for about twenty-five 

minutes, with the exception of the lowest-ranked reading group. Meetings with this group were 

observed twice during the research period. Again, such decisions were made by analyzing 
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classroom-based assessments and reflecting upon conversations with students. The students’ 

needs and abilities informed the teacher’s decision-making. 

The changing foci and structure of group lessons required careful analysis and decision-

making on the part of the teacher. Many of the students were beginning readers as they started 

the school year. As a result, the teacher offered a great deal of support and guidance during the 

small group lessons. This support was gradually removed as the students gained competency in 

reading. The carefully guided and structured lessons gave way to more open conversations. 

Rather than focusing on one or two skills or strategies needed for developing reading ability, the 

lessons became focused on integrating strategies to deepen comprehension. This was not a 

prescribed scope and sequence; instead, the teacher was responsive to the needs and abilities of 

the students. She was able to make judgments regarding what to teach and how to teach the 

content, based on the needs of the learner and her deep knowledge of the reading process  

The needs of the children created changes in the way the teacher interacted with group 

members. The questioning and prompting provided by the teacher during small group instruction 

served as verbal scaffolding for the students’ reading development. Through conversations, the 

teacher provided the amount and type of scaffolding needed for each member of the group; this 

kept the students working in what Vygotsky (1978) defined as the zone of proximal 

development.  This could only be achieved by in-the-moment teaching in response to student 

attempts and reactions to the text. It has been demonstrated that such guidance can increase 

student reading achievement (Rodgers, 2004). 

Follow-up assignments were adapted to the needs and abilities of the group members. 

The teacher reflected on her knowledge of the students’ abilities, areas that required additional 

practice, and the type of text used for instruction as she planned a post-reading assignment for 
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the group. The nature of these assignments changed over the course of the year. The participating 

teacher attempted to create meaningful opportunities for applying and extending known 

strategies to the assigned text. 

5.3 IMPLICATIONS 

5.3.1 Responsive teaching 

The implications of this study are clear. Within any classroom student abilities vary from year to 

year. Teachers cannot effectively teach in each student’s zone of proximal development by 

teaching the same content, in the same sequence, with the same pacing, to all children. The 

learners are simply too diverse. The decision-making required for such extensive differentiated 

reading instruction requires a great deal of teacher knowledge and experience. Classroom 

teachers must be reflective, responsive, and well prepared (Allington & Walmsley, 1995; Taylor 

et al., 2002a; McGill-Franzen, et al., 2006).  

Expert teachers can provide explicit instruction based on the needs of individuals, 

without a lock step prescribed scope and sequence.  The participant of this study followed the 

scope and sequence of the district curriculum; still, she was able to quickly shift plans to respond 

to instructional needs of her varied group of students.  Classroom-based assessments informed 

such decisions. If a child had not mastered a skill or strategy, a new technique was used to re-

teach the skill or strategy. If a child demonstrated mastery of a skill or strategy, the teacher 

moved the child to the next skill or strategy. This responsive teaching was evident in previous 
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studies of exemplary literacy instruction (Pressley, Rankin, & Yokoi, 1996; Pressley et al., 1998; 

Taylor et al., 2002a).  

Unfortunately, not all teachers are experts; there exists a varying degree of knowledge, 

experience and commitment in the field. Perhaps as a result of this variability, along with the 

desire to raise teacher accountability, a call for the adoption of a core curriculum to guide 

teachers in their literacy instruction has been issued. There are scholars in the field who believe 

that teachers are ill prepared to make important decisions regarding student literacy development 

(Moats, 1999; Al Otaiba, Kosanovich-Grek, Torgesen, Hassler, & Wahl, 2005). Some experts 

believe that such core programs could help teachers avoid neglecting essential skills and 

strategies in their instruction (Al Otaiba et al., 2005; Anderson, 2006). Further, these scholars 

may argue that all students need explicit teaching of a predetermined sequence of skills, 

regardless of student ability (Moats, 1999; Al Otaiba et al, 2005). In this line of thinking, 

responsive teaching is not exemplary teaching, because it is deemed unintentional.  

Still, in this case study, the responsive teaching of the participant was successful; all of 

the children were reading at or above grade level by the end of the school year. Although the 

participant did not adhere to a predetermined sequence of skills, she did teach the strategies and 

skills required by the district curriculum. This exemplary teacher did not use a core reading 

program to provide the lesson focus; instead she used it as one source of instructional material in 

the classroom. Instead of relying on a published program to inform her teaching decisions, the 

exemplary teacher in this study relied on her knowledge of the reading process, the district 

curriculum, and on-going classroom based assessments to make such important decisions. 
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5.3.2 Teacher education 

Novice teachers may not be equipped to make responsive decisions based on the needs of 

individuals. Experience working with children, practicing responsive teaching, may be required. 

Perhaps teacher preparation programs at the university level could build such opportunities into 

their programs. 

Teacher knowledge and experience cannot be developed quickly. Experts are developed 

over time. Support for novice teachers must be provided through on-going professional 

development. Classroom-based support (e.g. coaching) may offer teachers the opportunity to 

learn through authentic practice what is needed to effectively shift student learning. Through this 

practice, teachers can develop into responsive practitioners who can diagnose student need and 

respond accordingly. 

5.4 RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

• Given that this study involved a single subject, there is a need for additional case studies 

of small group reading instruction in other exemplary teacher’s classrooms. Other 

exemplary teachers may tailor lesson components differently. Instruction in a variety of 

grade levels should be studied and described to add to the knowledge base on effective 

reading instruction. Comparisons could be made across cases. 

• Long-term observational studies are required to fully document exemplary teaching 

practices over the course of a school year and beyond. The exploration of one teacher’s 
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instruction over the course of several years would give insight into responsive teaching 

based on the needs of different learners. 

• Upon completion of further descriptive studies, a list of common characteristics of 

exemplary small group reading instruction could be defined. Experimental studies should 

be conducted testing the impact of each characteristic. 

• A comparison of exemplary teachers’ instructional practices with typical teachers’ 

instructional practices in literacy would be an important follow-up study. An exploration 

of teacher’s beliefs and practices with both groups of teachers may provide insight that 

could be used in professional development models. 

5.5 LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 

The following discussion details the limitations of this case study: 

The teacher participant in the study was informed about the purpose of the study. Since 

she was aware that the focus of the study was to document differentiated reading instruction, she 

could have attempted to provide more differentiated instruction during the observed lessons than 

she conducted on a normal day of instruction. However, the confirmation observation that was 

conducted was an unplanned observation. Further, lesson plans collected from different points in 

the school year revealed evidence of differentiated materials, lesson foci, and lesson structures. 

 The five observations analyzed in this study were conducted over a two-week period. 

Interview data were used to explore information regarding changes in instruction over the course 

of the school year. The case would have been strengthened if observations had been conducted at 
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three points during the school year:  fall, winter, and spring. This would have provided a more 

accurate and detailed description of instruction than teacher recollection of previous lessons.  

The timing of the study was an additional limitation. This study was conducted in late 

spring, the end of the school year in the participating district. As a result, all of the students were 

at or above grade level. A comparison of the instructional techniques employed at the beginning 

of the year with the techniques used at the end of the year would have provided additional 

valuable information regarding how the teacher worked with struggling readers. Another 

limitation of the study’s timing was the number of interruptions to the school day. As a result of 

extra end-of-the-year activities, access to the classroom was limited. 

This case study was limited to one participant. It is possible that exemplary teachers of 

literacy differentiate their lessons in different ways. A description and comparison of many 

expert reading teachers would strengthen the findings. In addition, this study was limited to one 

classroom in a mostly Caucasian, rural school district. This study should be replicated in other 

regions with more diverse student populations. 
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APPENDIX A 

CRITERIA FOR EXEMPLARY TEACHER 

An exemplary teacher of literacy frequently demonstrates the following characteristics: 

• Utilizes a variety of grouping formats when teaching reading and writing (e.g. whole 

group, small group, pairs, individual) 

• Spends more time teaching reading lessons in small group format than whole group 

format 

• Differentiates instruction based on assessment results 

• Models instruction in literacy related skills and strategies 

• Scaffolds instruction to meet the needs of individual learners 

• Engages students in higher level thinking skills during literacy discussions 

• Expects students to respond to instruction actively (e.g. reading, writing, manipulating, 

discussing) 

• Provides students with opportunities to read a variety of books 

• Has high expectations for student achievement 

• Attains high levels of student engagement in instruction  

(Pressley et al., 1996; Pressley et al., 1998; Wharton-McDonald et al., 1998; Taylor et al., 

2000; Taylor et al., 2002a; Taylor et al., 2002b). 
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APPENDIX B 

TEACHER NOMINATION FORM 

Please nominate one teacher in each grade (Grades 2-4) who consistently demonstrates the 

following characteristics: 

• Utilizes a variety of grouping formats when teaching reading and writing (e.g. whole 

group, small group, pairs, individual) 

• Spends more time teaching reading lessons in small group format than whole group 

format 

• Differentiates instruction based on assessment results 

• Models instruction in literacy related skills and strategies 

• Scaffolds instruction to meet the needs of individual learners 

• Engages students in higher level thinking skills during literacy discussions 

• Expects students to respond to instruction actively (e.g. reading, writing, manipulating, 

discussing) 

• Provides students with opportunities to read a variety of books 

• Has high expectations for student achievement 

• Attains high levels of student engagement in instruction 
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Nominees: 

Grade 2: ____________________________________________ 

Grade 3: ____________________________________________ 

Grade 4: ____________________________________________ 
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APPENDIX C 

CONFIRMATION OBSERVATION 

 

Confirmation Observation 

Selected Exemplary Teacher 

Ms. Smith (Pseudonym), Grade 2 

March 29, 2006 

 

C.1.1 Narrative Notes for Observation Scheme 

 

Segment 1 9:25-9:30 

Teacher is instructing whole class at the easel. Children are sitting on the floor. The 

activity is called “Wacky Wednesday.”  The teacher has written an informational story about 

today’s eclipse on chart paper, which is posted on the easel. The story contains many homophone 

pairs, such as you/ewe, hour/our.  

Students gather on the floor, all silently read the text on the chart. One child is selected to 

read the story aloud to the rest of the group; teacher models the “wacky” way as a reminder. 

Student begins to read, “March is over so/sew quickly” (reading both homophones. Other 

students follow along. 
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Teacher provides feedback, and elicits strategy use, “what did Craig do that good readers 

do?”  Students respond, “he used good inflection. He slowed down when it was tricky” etc. 

Teacher elicits elaboration, “ how did he help himself?  How did he check for meaning?” 

23/24 on task 

c/w/r r/i, b/l, m, ra/r    r/i, b/l/r-tt   cs/i, b/r, c/or, or-t, l 

 

Segment 2 9:30-9:35 

T:  “What kind of words are these wacky words?  What kind are they? 

S:  “Homophones” 

T:  “What does that mean?” 

S:  Provides definition 

T:  Reads full text, pausing to elicit correct choice for each set of homophones. Models 

use of 1 or 2 fingers for students to signal correct choice. Elaborates each student response to 

gain definition of word. Also has children act out some of the words, “show me with your hands 

what this word sew looks like” (points to word). Children pretend to sew with needle and thread. 

Teacher highlights correct homophone in text with yellow highlighter tape. 

A contraction comes up in the sentences. Teacher asks what a contraction is; student tries 

to explain, but misses meaning. Teacher continues to clarify this and other vocabulary words in 

context of story. 

One student raises a question. “My mom told me the time is going to change, does that 

have anything to do with this eclipse?”  Teacher answers it does not, but good that she is trying 

to connect this story to her life.  
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Teacher asks questions regarding content of passage for clarification and comprehension 

check; encourages responses based on children’s prior knowledge. 

24/24 on task 

c/w/r     v/i, b/m, c/m, l, r    r/ i, b/ra/ l, r   m3/ i, b/ra/m, l, or-t 

Segment 3 9:35-9:40 

Teacher praises the children for knowing the homophones so well. One student 

commented that something in the passage “didn’t make sense.”  Teacher begins to describe 

information taught when the student was absent, asks another student to explain what they had 

learned from another story read in class. 

Second student explain the information from the other story, fiction, but the plot relates to 

the topic (eclipse). Several other students jump in to help summarize the story. Teacher helps 

with elaboration, and asks questions to aid in the discussion. Teacher explains that this is what 

good readers do when they are trying to make sense of a text, they connect the information to 

other text they’ve read. 

Teacher explains that the solar eclipse is going to happen on other side of world today, 

discusses content of passage with students. Then teacher asks, “what kind of text is this, since I 

gave you a lot of true information in the text?” 

Student responds, “informational text.” 

Teacher praises students, then asks about the pictures she drew in the chart story. “What 

are pictures called in informational text?”  Students respond chorally, “diagram.” 

23/34 on task 

c/w/r cs/ i, b/t, c/ l, or-t m3/ i, b/t, r, c/l, or     cs/ i, b/r, c/or-t   v/ i, b/r, c/or, or-t   

         (informational text) 
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Segment 4 9:41-9:46       

Two students selected to act out (model) rotation of earth-moon-sun during an eclipse, 

with the teacher. 

Students ask questions regarding the content of the story presented and clarify definitions 

of unknown words. Context of story, as well as different examples are provided by teacher or 

selected students to clarify.  

Teacher explains (and models) how she found the information that she used for the story. 

She discussed researching the topic in informational books found in the room. Teacher holds up 

one book and asks, “how do you think I found information about an eclipse in this book?”   

One student responds, “looked at the cover, looked at the table of contents.”   

Teacher elaborates, “I did do that, but I was looking for one specific topic, eclipse. How 

would I find a specific topic in the book?”  

Choral response:  “the index! 

Teacher responds, “right!”  Then models how to find the index and how to find the word 

eclipse, using several books in the pile. 

Students in the class discuss the different types of eclipses, sharing the definitions. 

24/24 on task 

c/w/r  cs/o/m/m, or-t, l  m3/o/m/m, l, or-t   cs/ i/r, m, c/or-t 

visualizing v/ i/r, c/or-t 

Segment 5 9:47-9:52     

Children continue discussing the content of the chart story, the discussion is open as 

teacher elaborates key terms.  
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Teacher begins transition to “ticket work” (literacy centers). Teacher provides a few 

reminders of the tasks, students move independently to literacy centers.  

24/24 on task 

c/w/r v/ i, b/r, c/or-t   O/NA/t/l (management) 

 

Segment 6 9:54-10:00 

Teacher instructs students to lower voices, “The Book Talk is about to begin.”  She meets 

with 5 boys at a horseshoe shaped table, the other children are working independently or with a 

small group at literacy stations. 

Small group is holding a literature circle with Stone Fox. Teacher begins discussion with, 

“what was the most interesting part that you’ve read since last time?” 

One boy responds by summarizing a passage. Teacher asks why that was most 

interesting. The boy says it was “funny.”  Teacher explains that that doesn’t really answer the 

question. Helps boy elaborate to fully answer the question. 

Students and teacher discuss matching text to world, making connections. Teacher asks 

about the dog in the story, “what was his name?  Wasn’t he mean?  What does that tell you, what 

does that mean?” 

Group discusses the term protective, how it was used in the story, what it means in other 

contexts. 

Each child takes turn to describe most interesting part, and why. Teacher then asks, “what 

happened next?  It is a key part, go back to your books and find it.”  Students begin to read 

silently. 

5/5 on task 

 126 



c/s/r m3/n/r, c/or-t, or cs/n/r, c/ or  m1/n/r, c/ or  m3/n/r, c/ or-t  

   (what does that mean?”  Inference) 

m3/n/r,c/r  r/n/l/r 

 

Segment 7 10:01-10:06 

A student was previously (prior meeting) appointed as discussion leader, he begins to ask 

questions about the story. Teacher elaborates his questions, as well as the responses of others. 

(Scaffolding/coaching).  

Teacher asks students to predict the end result of the race. Boys unanimously agree that 

the main character will win the race. Teacher asks, “what do we know about books?  Why kind 

of ending can we predict?  What theme helps us know/predict that (the main character) will win?   

Students answer that they expect a happy ending. 

Teacher models questioning as you read a text. Discuss meaning of story, how to predict 

based on text structure, what may happen.  

Students share connections between their life and story (text-to-self). Teacher asks what 

the character had to do to ensure he would win the race. Then followed, “what type of things do 

you have to do to win a contest?”  Students share their responses. Teacher explains that 

connecting in this way helps to understand what the character does and why; helps to understand 

the story better. 

Teacher poses question:  what if (main character) loses? 

Students take turns discussing this possibility, but go back to “books usually have a 

happy ending,” and rule out the possibility of a loss. 

5/5 on task 
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c/s/r cs/n/r, m, c/or  m3/n/r, c/ or-t  cs/n/r, c/or-t 

Segment 8 10:07-10:12 

A different student was given the task of “connector” for this literature circle. 

(Assignments were given at a previous meeting.)  This student has opportunity to share 

connections made about the text. 

Teacher listens, provide feedback, explains how connection helps with story 

comprehension. 

A question came up from another member of the group. Teacher asks all students in 

group to go back to text to find the answer, to clarify “what was happening in the story.”  All 

students read silently to clarify the passage. 

One student shared a connection. Teacher provides feedback, “so you know exactly how 

the character feels when you read that in the book…”  The teacher explained how this connection 

helped the child comprehend this part of the story.  

The term perseverance is discussed. Teacher provides definition and example. Students 

provide different examples; teacher provides feedback and reads the word in the context of story. 

A different child was assigned the role of “passage picker.”  He reads a passage aloud, 

and provides the reason he chose it. Teacher takes a running record while the student reads! 

Students discuss the meaning of the passage that was read, connecting it to their personal 

experiences. 

5/5 on task 

c/s/r cs/n/l, c/ r, or-t, l v/n/r, c/or r/n/l, a/r-tt m3/n/l/or-t 

C.2.2  Observer’s Impressions 
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• This observation was not planned; the teacher invited me to “get it over with” when I 

explained a confirmation observation would be needed for the study. This is truly a 

typical day of instruction. 

• The small group teaching continued as we left. I did not ask the teacher how many groups 

she planned to meet with that day. 

• The environment could be described as literate: 

o Books all around the room, easily accessible to students 

o Variety of genres of books in room 

o Continuous text posted around the room 

 Original student writing, all content areas 

 Teacher-student communication 

• Class rules 

• Writing process 

• Self-selection of books process 

• Story structure terms 

• Science explanations 

• More than above examples 

o Words posted around the room 

 Class helpers 

 Word Wall 

 Interesting words for writing 

 Question Words 

 Daily schedule 
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o Literacy centers   

• There was not one interruption (to the teacher) during the small group instruction. 

Children worked independently in literacy centers, helping each other when needed. 

Excellent classroom management and evidence of self-regulation. 

• Boys in small group lesson begged to be allowed to read the book to the end. (Two more 

chapters were left.)  Three of the five boys reminisced about “hating to read” at the 

beginning of second grade, but loving to read now.  

• As I left the teacher was providing an assignment to the small group of boys, they were 

taking notes in a reading journal as teacher wrote assignment on the white board. (Self-

regulation.) 

• Positive climate; both teachers and students use please and thank you in conversations. 

Lots of positive feedback from teacher to students. 
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APPENDIX D 

STRUCTURED TEACHER INTERVIEW 

 

We have been spending a great deal of time together. Let’s talk a little bit about you and your 

experiences as a teacher. 

1. Tell me about your educational background. What degrees and certifications do you 

hold? 

I have a Bachelors of Science in Elementary Education from Indiana University of 

Pennsylvania. I have a Masters in Education from St. Francis University.  

You were once a Title I teacher, do you have a Reading Specialist certification? 

No. 

2. How long have you been teaching?    

     Officially 10 and a half years. 

How many of those years were spent at your current district?    

Nine. 

Your current school?   

Nine    

Your current grade level?   
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All nine at second grade in this district. 

3. Tell me about literacy professional development opportunities that you have been 

involved in since you’ve taken on your current teaching assignment. 

I’ve gone to conferences including KSRA, the big one. Small one-day conferences, some 

sponsored by KSRA. I went to the Reading Recovery ,conference in Columbus, a couple of years 

ago. 

We’ve done district-level study groups, with the books Strategies That Work, Still 

Learning to Read, we’ve done several of Regie’s (Routman) books, including Conversations. 

We’ve also done Mosaic of Thought. These have all occurred in the past few years. 

Through our district’s Early Literacy Initiative I’ve had some classroom coaching and 

in-district in-service presentations. 

Also during the initiative, as I’ve worked on my Master’s Degree, any independent 

projects that I could do, I focused it on the reading.  

4. Please describe what you feel is important in teaching reading. 

Well, you have to think of the reader as a whole, you can’t be focused on isolated skills. 

Because your goal is to make a life-long reader. You have to make sure they can be independent 

problem-solvers, independent thinkers, and love to read. 

Probes: 

• Approaches:  I think it is important to model, to do things “shared.”  The guided 

reading, the independent practice. The gradual release of responsibility, to, with, 

and by.  

And it’s not all about skills. Skills are not just a ladder where you climb go skill 

by skill by skill. You might have to go out of order, think about the big picture. As 
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long as you get to the big picture by the end, it doesn’t matter what order you got 

there. 

So, it sounds like you still include skill instruction… 

Absolutely. 

• Current Curriculum:  The curriculum drives my instruction.  

What else drives your instruction? 

   The students’ needs. 

And how do you know what those needs are? 

The individual reading conferences, watching them in guided reading, my 

anecdotal records. I just watch them all the time. Reading their writing; on-going 

assessment. 

• Thoughts on basal series:  Our series, the anthology series, is used as separate 

pieces of literature. Most of the stories are leveled, so I use them as leveled 

stories for guided reading. 

So you don’t go through it page by page, but if a group would benefit from a story 

at a certain level, and a story from the anthology matches, you use it? 

Right. It’s just another material. There is also a really nice whole unit on space 

that matches part of our science curriculum. So I integrate it. Some groups listen 

to the story on tape, because it is too hard for them, some groups are reading it 

independently. We have stories that go with our social studies, with our science, 

some in the basal. I look at the whole big picture of the curriculum to see how I 

can use it all. That’s where some of my Shared Reading text comes from; we got 

some great big books with our social studies. So we use them during our Shared 
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Reading and we have our reading skills and our social studies, and we can also 

talk about social studies. 

• Writing:  What I found is that often after we’ve studied a genre in reading, their 

writing starts to mimic that genre that we studied. Like when we did our mystery 

unit they started writing mysteries. 

Did you require them to do that? 

No, I didn’t. But they just started doing that. And once they start their buddy 

conferences and enjoying each other’s, it spreads. When we did our poetry unit in 

reading, a lot of kids started writing poetry.  

So now you’ve been studying informational text, and the students are writing 

research… 

That was an assignment. That again, is a part of our curriculum; they have to do 

some sort of research. 
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APPENDIX E 

PARENT NOTIFICATION 

 

Dear Parent or Guardian,         

 

During five mornings over the next two weeks we will have a student from the University of 

Pittsburgh in our classroom to observe our regular reading instruction.  Attached you will find a 

letter that she has written to describe the purpose of her observations. If you have any 

questions or concern, please contact me. 

 

Teacher Signature 
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Dear Parent or Guardian:         

 

I am a doctoral candidate at the University of Pittsburgh working with Dr. Rita M. Bean. I 

have worked as a Literacy Consultant for the XXXX School District for the past several years. It 

is through this work that I have become familiar with the elementary schools teachers in XXXX. 

I am beginning a research study that will investigate the nature of excellent small group 

reading instruction. The results of this study will prove useful to other teachers as they attempt 

to deliver the best possible reading instruction to all students in their classroom. My intent is to 

get a sense of what an exemplary teacher does as she teaches the children in her class to read. 

Ms. XXXX has been selected as the participating teacher because she consistently 

demonstrates characteristics found in exemplary literacy instruction. 

The instruction in your child’s classroom will not change during the study. Ms. XXXX will 

teach as she always does; all classroom routines will remain in tact. I will simply observe the 

instruction that she provides to the students in her classroom. In an effort to collect the most 

reliable information, I will audiotape the small group reading instruction for five days. Your child 

will not be identified in the audio taped discussion. 

If you do not want your child to participate in the regular small group reading instruction 

conducted during the course of the study, s/he will be invited to participate in literacy center 

activities and/or silent reading. If you have any questions about this study, please feel free to 

call me at 724-787-7676. 

 

Thank you, 

 

Julie Ankrum 
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APPENDIX F 

SUPERINTENDENT PERMISSION 
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APPENDIX G 

TEACHER NOTIFICATION 

 

Dear Teacher,           Date 

I am a doctoral candidate at the University of Pittsburgh working with Dr. Rita M. Bean. I have 

worked as a Literacy Consultant in your school district for the past several years. I am beginning a 

research study that will investigate the nature of excellent small group reading instruction. The results of 

this study will prove useful to other teachers as they attempt to deliver the best possible reading 

instruction to all students in their classroom. You have been identified as an exemplary teacher of literacy 

because you consistently demonstrate research-based characteristics found to be effective in teaching 

children to read and write. I would like to capture the nature of reading instruction in your classroom. 

I do not want you to change your reading instruction during the study. Simply teach as you 

always do; please keep all classroom routines in tact. I will observe and document the instruction that you 

provide to the students in your classroom. In an effort to collect the most reliable information, I will 

record five days of your small group reading instruction on audiotape. I also plan to talk informally with 

you about your instruction prior to each lesson, and conduct one interview at the end of the observation 

period. The purpose of this discussion is for me to gain an understanding of the instructional decisions 

that you made during the week. Please see the attached script for details of the study. 

I would greatly appreciate the time that you would devote as a volunteer in this study. Using 

pseudonyms will protect your name, as well as the name of the school and district. Therefore, you will not 

be identified as a participant in the study. Your participation is voluntary, and you may withdraw from the 

study at any time. If you have any questions about this study, please feel free to call me at  

724-787-7676. 

Thank you, 
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Julie Ankrum       Rita Bean 

Graduate Student Researcher     Professor 

University of Pittsburgh     University of Pittsburgh 
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APPENDIX H 

IRB  

PERMISSION 
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APPENDIX I 

STAGE ONE TRANSCRIPT CODES 
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APPENDIX J 

 

STAGE TWO TRANSCRIPT CODES 
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APPENDIX K 

 

COMPREHENSION STRATEGY RUBRIC 
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APPENDIX L 

READING FLUENCY RUBRIC 
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