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DISSERTATION ABSTRACT

For the last fifty years, raising the achievement levels of students thought to be
“at-risk”™ has proven to be one of the most difficult and vexing problems facing educators.
Although many different strategies have been tried with varying levels of success, no
single at-risk solution has emerged that both promotes significant achievement gains and
helps to narrow the achievement gap between people of color and whites.

This study examined the effectiveness of a particular district-wide literacy
strategy in its first year that focused on literacy to educate students identified as “at risk™.
Specifically, this study used data gathered from two measures of reading achievement,
the Stanford Achievement Test (SAT9) and the Stanford Diagnostic Reading Test
(SDRT), to determine the impact that a special literacy block of classes. known as Genre
Studies, had on the reading scores of 102 at risk children enrolled in a southern California
secondary school. In addition to measuring the absolute success of these students, their
relative success was also measured bv comparing them with a matched sample of non-
Genre Studies students from the previous vear. Multiple regression analysis was also
used to explain why some of the Genre Studies students gained more through the
intervention than others.

Results suggest that only a small percentage of the Genre Studies students (9%a)
became cligible for regular English classes as a result of the two-hour literacy block
intervention. [n fact, attendance, course credits, and students’ need for modified
curriculum all had a negative affect on the change in Genre Studies students” SDRT
reading scores, whereas grade point average and Hispanic ethnicity had a positive affect
on the change in the SDRT reading score. [n addition, Hispanic students, and white
females gained at least a year's growth in reading as a result of the intervention: Asian
females gained almost a vear’s growth, African American females, Asian males, and
white males showed a decline in their reading scores, and African American males
showed no growth at all for the vear. The analysis also revealed that students who took a
regular, one-hour English class for a year did no worse than the Genre Studies students
who participated in the two-hour literacy block class for a year. Thus, this study

concludes that in at least one secondary school in southern California, the stratification of
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Genre Studies students into a homogeneous group was in essence, a de facto form of

tracking.
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Concluding Remarks

In the fall of 1998, | embarked on this quest for knowledge by entering the
doctoral program in leadership studies at the University of San Diego. The time was
right, because for a year [ had been principal of a homogeneous grouped alternative
learning school. This was an innovative concept of providing a last-chance education to
students who were at risk. [ felt uncertain about the quality of education these students
were receiving, and [ yeamed for answers.

Every course offered an opportunity to extend my knowledge and pursue my areas
of interest: — school reform. organizations, policy making, student achievement. and
viewing leadership from different lenses. [ researched lecadership and educational reform,
investigated the issues of ethics and leadership, wrote about adult development and
women in leadership, studied educational policy making and implementation. analyzed
organizational theory and change, and experienced leadership and the future. [ designed
an empirical study on educational reform and practiced quantitative methodology by
analyzing student outcomes.

Essentially, the doctoral program and this dissertation reflect a tapestry of my
professional and intellectual interests, with the intertwining of my career with my
graduate study. My work gave me invaluable insights into my studies and my studies
likewise gave me invaluable insights into my work. ['m now more personally,
intellectually, professionally prepared to face the challenges of education and of society

as the 21" century begins.

i
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GENRE STUDIES: TEMPORARY HOMOGENEOUS GROUPING TO
IMPROVE READING OR MERELY ANOTHER FORM OF TRACKING?

CHAPTER ONE

In 1983, the release of A Nation At Risk (U.S. Department of Education, 1983)

report generated a renewed sense of urgency and called upon concerned individuals and
educators to solve an educational crisis. The report indicated that high school graduates
couldn’t read, do basic mathematics, or fill out an application: and functionally illiterate
adults couldn’t perform the basic skills necessary to get a job. Thirty percent of prison
inmates couldn’t read nor graduate from high school. The United States loss pre-
eminence in commerce industry, science, and technological innovation. United States
fell behind the Japanese in production of both automobiles and student math scores. As a
result., the nation refocused its attention on the continuing pattern of inadequate
educational performance of many of our children. These children. like the nation in
which they reside, have been described as being at-risk.

Since this report conditions have not changed for the lowest 35% of the voung
people in the United States schools. The nation’s educational reform movement of the
1990°s has failed to increase the graduation rate of poor, immigrant. or people of color.
Disproportionately high numbers of people of color, immigrant, and poor children
perform consistently in the lower third academically in U.S. schools. The issues and
concerns that affect these young people continue. The change in demographics of the

United States suggests that there are urgent unmet educational needs.

[£S)
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The United States population is rapidly becoming more ethnically and culturally
diverse. One of every three students in American schools is from a group representing
diverse ethnic, cultural, and linguistic backgrounds. Moreover, in many parts of the
United States today, people of color are the majority.

Unfortunately, diversity is linked closely to poverty. Some people even believe
that poverty is synonym to low achievement. When in fact, poverty is linked with limited
opportunities, exposure and access to knowledge. Poor children live in poor
neighborhoods with poor friends. Poor students attend schools that receive less money to
educate each student than do schools educating more of their affluent peers (Hodgkinson
1992). Furthermore, Hodgkinson reports the following facts:

s In 1990, 13 percent of all United States children were hungry. 25 percent
were born to unwed parents, over 20 percent of all children under age 18
were poor, and 19 percent had no health insurance (Hodgkinson 1992,
p.4).

* Every vear, about 350,000 children are born to mothers addicted to
cocaine during pregnancy. Children who survive have short attention
spans, and poor motor skills. It cost approximately $40,000 for each to get
ready for kindergarten (Hodgkinson 1991, p.10).

* The traditional family of a working father and housewife mother, and two
children of school age constitute only 6 percent of U.S. households

(Hodgkison 1991, p. 10).

[#8 )
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* Approximately one-third of preschool children are destined for school
failure because of poverty, neglect, sickness, handicapping conditions, and
lack of adult protection and nurturance (Hodgkinson 1991, p. 10).
* The U. S. has the highest rate of poor children and prisoners per capita
among industrialized nations (Hodgkinson 1989: Pear 1992).
These statistics illustrates some of the circumstances that at risk children are
placed in without having any control over. Acknowledging these pervasive
issues, the U.S. Department of Education, 1993 issued a report entitled The
Condition of Education that details some of the outcomes of these problems.
* Only one out of five poor children is enrolled in preschool, compared with
more than half of those who are better off.
» Children from low-income families are more likely to drop out of school
than their more affluent peers, and to be older than their classmates.
= Low-income students go to college right after high school at
approximately half the rate of high-income students.
* High school dropouts from poor families are less likely to get jobs than are
other dropouts (U.S. Department of Education, 1993).
Little appears to have changed in how United States students—regardless of their

background are taught, resulting in similar outcomes.
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Background of the Issue

Historically, at-risk status has been used to refer to students with identifiable
sensory, physical, or intellectual disabilities that are likely to interfere with learning in a
school context. Other primary factors believed to define at risk are demographic
variables such as race, language, culture, values, communities, and family structures that
do not match those of the dominant Caucasian culture that schools were originally
designed to serve and support. In the early 19" century. English Protestant education
leaders were confronted with providing education for immigrants. They assumed that
these immigrants could not share the values on which the schools had been built, and they
struggled with providing a good education to every child in the country.

However, they had two visions of education. one for the “foreign™ children and
the other for native. These men assumed that there were fundamental differences among
children based on ethnicity or skin color or religion or regional background. It was nota
diversity to be embraced as enriching our common culture but a concern to be dealt with,
and it provided the context for education reform. The tension between autocratic and
democratic impulses expressed in their work defined the inequitable social vision within
which the systematization of schools occurred (Cruikshank. as cited in Pool & Page,
1995, p. 24).

Levin (1989) described at-risk students as “those who lack the home and
community resources to benefit from conventional schooling practices™ (p.1). Although
experts may not have intended for their at-risk description to focus on the deficiencies of

students, Goodlad and Keating (1990) noted that, given this sort of definition, “it seemed
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natural and certainly easy to define the problem as arising from deficiencies in the
students themselves” (p. 2). Furthermore, Goodlad and Keating stated:

For years it has been common practice to blame students when learning does not
occur. School people have grown accustomed to asking first, what is “wrong’with

students and then, how do we “fix" them? This thinking culminated in 1983 with the

publication of A Nation At Risk, which asserted that fewer students than ever met
acceptable academic standards and which criticized educators for not requiring more of
the students in our schools. (p.vii)

Other definitions of at-risk students shift the blame from the students to school
systems, programs, and other organizational and institutional features of school itself.
For example, Pallas, (1989) detined educationally disadvantaged students as those
exposed to inappropriate education in the school, family, or community. Typically,
however. this term is used to describe students who come from a low socioeconomic
background--minorities, the poor, and immigrants--in other words, those students who
tend to achieve below some baseline standard and who are in danger of not completing
their education.

Over the past 30 years, schools have responded to educationally disadvantaged
students with various strategies, including ability grouping, grade retention, special
education, and pull-out programs in which students are removed from their regular
classrooms and offered remedial instruction in particular subjects (Legters, McDill, &
McPartland, 1993). In addition, students at risk often attend schools where they are
tracked into substandard courses and programs that have low expectations for their

learning (Oakes, 1985: Wheelock, 1992). Yet, these vanous strategies have not
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significantly impacted the growing number of at-risk students in positive ways; the
impact of tracking option, in fact, has been decidedly negative (Allington &
Cunningham, 1996, Gamoran, 1987; Oakes, 1985; Slavin, 1990). Therefore, the
pervasive question is: Which strategies work for providing an effective high quality
education for students who are at risk?

Statement of the Issue

The review of the literature suggests that while traditional strategies may work to
improve the achievement of some students that match the culture of the school, these
strategies are ineffective for other students. Generally. traditional strategies are
ineffective for students whose ethnic and cultural backgrounds are different from the
predominant culture. “Students” ethnicity, social class, and language do not automatically
determine their level of academic achievement™ (Au, 1993, p. 2). Nevertheless,
classrooms tend to be places where low-income or minority students who may speak a
primary language other than standard American English, or who have background
experiences undervalued by society, often do not achieve. Students with one or more of
the characteristics associated with limited achievement enter school with different
patterns of communication, different uses of language and literacy, and different
interaction structures than those expected, valued, and reinforced by the school (Labov,
1972: Shannon, 1990). Often the result is a mismatch or cultural discontinuity between
the learner’s culture and the school culture. The National Commission on Excellence in
Education report (U.S. Department of Education, 1983) called for the continuing pattern
of inadequate educational performance of at-risk students to be changed. School districts

must design their educational reform efforts to meet the needs of all children.
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Recently, a southern California school district had to respond to the nearly 2,000
eighth graders who were in jeopardy of failing because the district put an end to the long-
time practice of social promotion. Eighth grade students needed to pass three out of four
classes (e.g. English, math, science, and/or social studies) to be promoted to ninth grade.
Traditionally, these students would have ended up only in summer school to make up the
required courses. However, beginning in the 1999-2000 school year, those students
unsuccessful in summer school (defined as scoring below grade level reading on the
Stanford Diagnostic Reading Test (SDRT) were placed in literacy block courses when the
next school year started. These courses are called Genre Studies.

At the high school level (9-12 grades), the Genre Studies course was designed to
provide rigorous, standards-based literacy instruction, using English content for a range
of reading levels. This instructional literacy block of two class periods (103 minutes)
provides students with the opportunity to read and write in different genres. Readers and
writers” workshops form the underlying structure of the course. In readers™ workshop
students learn reading strategies that the teachers model, and then apply them to their
own reading. Similarly, in writers’ workshop, students learn writing strategies that the
teachers model, and then apply them to their own writing. Teachers design a balanced
literacy approach of reading and writing by using strategies such as read-aloud, shared
reading, and writing activities that support the reading. Class size is limited to 20 students
to facilitate the teacher’s ability to teach and closely monitor and evaluate students’
progress.

Students reading below grade level are required to take this two-period Genre

Studies course for the entire school year. In the spring, Genre Studies students are
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assessed again with the SDRT to determine their tenth grade placement. Those students
who score at or above tenth grade level are enrolled in tenth grade regular English
classes. Conversely, those students who scored | to 3 years below tenth grade level on
the SDRT continue in Genre Studies for their tenth grade year.

Purposes of the Studv

[n many ways, the Genre Studies program can be considered admirable. Among
other things, it channels resources such as books for students and staff development for
teachers. On the other hand, the program is also built on homogeneous grouping and, as
such, could be a de facto form of tracking whether students fail to achieve at or above
grade level. Therefore, students must continue in the program until they graduate or drop
out of school.

The primary purpose of this study was to examine the effectiveness of a district-
wide strategy that focused on literacy to educate students identified as “at risk.” This
study sought to determine what impact Genre Studies classes had on improving students’
academic performance in reading in one high school. Was Genre Studies merely
temporary tracking for most students or did it represent more of the same sort of ability
grouping that has been judged detrimental to students in the past? That is the issue this
study was designed to address.

Specifically, this study has three goals:

First, the study examined whether the reading level of Genre Studies students
improved, and the extent to which the students became eligible for placement in regular

English classes. Essentially, the study sought to determine whether or not a form of
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homogeneous grouping at the secondary level could, under certain circumstances,
improve students’ reading scores.

Second, the study examined if there was any relationship between demographic
and academic factors and the level of achievement of Genre Studies students.

Third, the study sought to determine if isolating below grade level students in
literacy focused block classes can improve students’ reading scores when compared to
matched students who took regular English classes during the prior academic vear.

Ultimately, the study provides insight into the general question of how to improve
reading scores and thereby how to improve academic performance for students who are at
risk.

Research Questions

The following research questions directed the proposed study:

l. a. What impact did the 1999-2000 Genre Studies classes have on the reading level of
students as measured by the Stanford Diagnostic Reading Test (SDRT) and Stanford
Achievement Test, Ninth Edition (SAT9)?

b. What percentage of students was eligible to return to regular English classes the

next vear 2000-2001 as measured by grade level equivalent scores on the SDRT?

9

. To what extent did the changes in reading level for Genre Studies students on SDRT
and SAT9 vary by gender, ethnicity, attendance, and special needs (e.g., special
education, English language leamners), G.P.A_, discipline problems, citizenship, and

academic credits acquired?

10
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3. What was the difference, if any, between the SAT9 reading scores of matched students
who participated in Genre Studies classes in 1999-2000 and comparable students who
participated in regular English classes in the 1998-1999 previous school vear?

Specific Terminology

Ability grouping - the process of sorting students based on present or past

performance on an assessment (e.g. standardized tests).

At-risk students - Students with identifiable sensory. physical, intellectual,

cultural, environmental, socioeconomic status that is likely to interfere with learning ina
school context.

At-riskness — One or more risk-producing conditions or circumstances that causes
students to be at risk.

Constructivism - A cognitive learning theory that focuses on the nature of the

mental processes involved in thinking and learning. It claims that people must construct
their understanding. People build a mental representation that imposes order and

coherence on experience and information.

De facto form of tracking — The existence of tracking without lawful authority.

Educationally disadvantaged — Synonym to at-risk students.

Effort-based constructivism — The belief that intelligence grows as students are

challenged to exert effort to construct and apply knowledge.
Genre Studies - Instructional literacy block classes designed to provide students
with the opportunity to read and write in different genres in a workshop model.

Homogeneous grouping — The process of sorting and grouping students with the

same past performance level of achievement.

11
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Independent reading — Students reading independently during workshop time to

practice applying the skills of a good reader.

Knowledge-based constructivism — The theory that people use their prior

knowledge to construct meaning and understanding of information.

Minilesson - Brief 10-30 minutes procedural, literary, strategy, and skill teacher-
demonstrated lessons.

Read aloud — Reading a book or text aloud to students, which cultivates the jov of
reading. Teachers model a good reader to improve students’ reading accuracy, fluency,

and comprehension.

Readers” and writers” workshops — Students replicate what “real readers and

writers do: read, reflect, discuss, respond, write, revise, and edit in a workshop setting.
Shared reading — Expert reading to a learner or group of learners who sees the

same text. Teacher reads the story while pointing to the words and asking questions.
Tracking — Hierarchical system of groups of instruction such as College Bound,

General Education, and Vocational Education tracks.
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CHAPTER TWO

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE:

PERSPECTIVES ON EDUCATING AT-RISK STUDENTS

[n this chapter, various definitions and meanings of the term “at-risk students™ are
presented. The discussion begins with a focus on the students and then shifts to a focus
on schools. In particular, this chapter discusses the work of public schools with at-risk
students, beginning with a focus on underlying theoretical premises and then moving on
to discussions of the structure and kinds of programs developed to serve these students.
Specifically, normally ineffective practices for at-risk students such as tracking,
homogeneous grouping. and the disadvantages and advantages of ability grouping are
discussed. Concluding the normally ineffective practices for at-risk students section is a
general overview of the characteristics of ineffective schools.

The discussion then continues with an examination of some of the reform
movements such as Effective Schools' Research and the Coalitions of Essential Schools
that led to untracking. Specifically, this discussion examines common practices that are
effective for at-risk students, with a focus on the effective classroom and language arts
literacy. Included in this discussion is a review of an empirical study on an innovative
application of readers” workshop. This chapter continues with an examination of one
districtwide systemic model for change to improve the academic achievement of at-risk
students and then concludes with an introduction of another school district’s educational
reform efforts to replicate a districtwide strategy to improve the education of at-risk

students.
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Historical and Contemporary Definitions of At-Risk Students

Overlapping terms and ambiguous constructs have been used to define at-risk
students. For example, sometimes the term is a virtual synonym for low socioeconomic
status; at other times the term is associated with someone educationally disadvantaged.
Often the two constructs become intertwined when it is assumed that low socioeconomic
status creates students who are educationally disadvantaged.

Two decades ago, Bronfenbrenner (1979) criticized the deficit model of public
policy that, he argued, is the public’s common perspective of social and educattonal
problems. The deficit model suggests that it is the individual child. his/her family. or
his/her ethnic group that is deficient and that therefore the focus is on the individual, not
on the contextual circumstances that contribute to the problem.

Blaming Students’ Deficiencies and School Related Conditions for At-Riskness

To state this point another way: Early definitions and characteristics of at-risk
students assumed the students and their families were the source of the problem because
they exhibited deficits. Since the beginning of public education. low-achieving students
and school dropouts have been defined as problems of individual children or families
(Cuban. 1989a).

The terminology used to describe students at risk (e.g., the term “educationally
disadvantaged™) is generally pejorative (Natriello, et al., 1990) and the at-risk term is
often cniticized because it suggests that the student has the characteristics of being “at-
risk” instead of having been placed in circumstances that put him or her at risk. For
example, students are identified by associating at risk with poverty, drugs, abuse, sexual

activity, race, and ethnicity (Pellicano, 1987). Rossi (1994), for instance, found this term

14
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troubling because it has become almost standard practice in the field to refer to entire
groups of children (e.g., Black or Hispanic children) as “at-risk™ populations, implying
that somehow these children are inherently “at risk.” No child is inherently at risk, Rossi
argued. Rather, children are put at risk by external disadvantages. For this reason, he uses
the phrase “children (or youth) at risk™ (rather than at-risk children) to refer to individuals
who are subject to one or more risk-producing conditions or circumstances. If these
conditions were to be eliminated or their effects were to be significantly reduced, the
children in question would no longer properly be termed “at risk.”

Often the term ~at risk™ has been used to refer to different subcategories of
students. Sagor (1993) stated:

Some experts on the at-risk problem speak only of the number of needs of

children from abusive homes, others focus on the unique needs of the

handicapped, while still others are offering suggestions on how to assist the gifted

to more fully develop their talents. (p. 3)

Several experts have used both demographic variables and school-related
conditions to define at-risk students. According to Regalin (1993), at-risk students are
usually one or more years behind their age/grade level in basic reading or mathematics
skills. They are also assumed to be ethnically, economically, or culturally disadvantaged.
From this perspective, at-risk students are potential non-completers who, because of
social, health, or educational factors are experiencing difficulty with learning, school
achievement, progress toward graduation, or preparation for employment.

In fact, one common definition of the term at-risk students, used for example by

Slavin (1989b), is simply those students unlikely to graduate from high school. Sagor
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(1993) agreed with Slavin's definition. He extends this notion by defining an at-risk
student as “someone who is unlikely to graduate on schedule with both the skills and self-
esteem necessary to exercise meaningful options in the areas of work, leisure, culture,
civic affairs, and inter/intra personal relationships™ (p. 1). Additionally, students who
have failed one or more grades, or speak a language other than English are often
considered at risk. Comer (1987) called this group “high-risk children™ and defined them
as students who underachieve both in school and as adults.

Slavin and Sagor’s definitions encompassed students who have been absent from
school without acceptable excuses, are parents, have been adjudicated delinquent, and are
one or more years behind their age group in the number of credits attained or basic skill
levels. Similarly, Brodinsky and Keough (1989) agreed with the need to define at risk by
focusing on the combination of demographic variables and school-related conditions
affecting students. They, like Comer and Slavin, focused on circumstances that produce
the problem. For example, many at-risk students do not learn to read or compute, which
often results in their learning to hate school. As a result, they become alienated from
others and eventually drop out of school. While out of school, they tend to drift into
crime and get hooked on drugs. In addition, some female students become sexually
active, resulting in an increased risk of getting pregnant. Many of them become
despondent and suicidal due to adverse conditions. All too often, failure becomes a way
of life for these students. Since oftentimes they lack the incentive to acquire good work

habits, they can drift into poverty and become dependent on welfare throughout their

lives.
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Blaming School and Organizational Features of School for At-Risk Students

Several researchers have reframed the problem of “blaming the student,” arguing
that school systems, school programs, organizational and institutional features of school,
the structure of schools, or the school environment/culture contribute to the conditions
that influence students’ academic failure (Boyd, 1991, Cuban, 1989a, 1989b; Kagan,
1990; Meacham, 1990; Pellicano, 1987 Sinclair & Ghory, 1987; Wehlage et.al. 1989).
Reframing the problem has resulted in an emerging body of research that looks at school
factors as potential causes of “at-riskness™ (Richardson & Colfer, 1990). Among the
school characteristics that have been identified as hindering the academic achievement of
many students are inflexible schedules: narrow curricula; a priority focus on basic/lower-
order skills: inappropriate, limited, or rigid instructional strategies; inappropriate texts
and other instructional materials; over-reliance on standardized tests to make instructional
and curricular decisions: isolated pull-out programs: and teacher and administrators’
beliefs and attitudes toward both students and their parents and toward tracking.
Associating at-riskness with these sorts of characteristics has the advantage ot not
blaming poor academic achievement on circumstances or characteristics over which
students have little or no control. Additionally, this approach of examining schools does
not absolve schools of their obligations to provide nurturing and effective educational
environments for all students (Hixson & Tinzmann, 1990).

As the focus shifts from students to schools, in fact, experts are reporting a better
understanding of the school environment. Sinclair and Ghory (1987) maintained that it is
the school environment that either encourages or discourages student learning through a

series of one-to-one or group (e.g., classroom) interactions. Similarly, Au (1993) argued
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that dissonance between student and school cultures, when it occurs, negatively affects
the levels of individual achievement and general development. These historical and
contemporary definitions are used to identify at-risk students. Educational services are
then designed based on the perceived needs of these students whether they are deficient,
need to be fixed, or the school system needs to be changed.

General Programmatic Prescriptions for At-Risk Students

Based on the historical definitions and labels for at-risk students, school districts
have established educational models that identify students to be sorted and tracked.
According to Sagor (1993), there are three major theoretical premises underlying most
public school work with at-risk youth. These three premises assume one of the following
views of the causes of at-riskness.

1. Clinical Pathology-at-riskness is the result of chemical pathology in the student.

(894

Development Deficits-at-riskness is the result of developmental deficits in the

history of the student.

(95}

Institutional Pathology — at-riskness 1s the result of alterable institutional
insufficiencies.
Each of these perspectives is discussed below.

Clinical Pathology

Clinical pathology is the common perspective that guides most of the current
practice in serving at-risk youth. This perspective is based on a medical model that
presumes that where there is at-riskness there may be a corresponding defect in the child.
These pathologies are presumed to be the result of deep organic processes that are not

identifiable. However, the field of special education uses diagnostic terminology such as
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hyperactivity, attention deficit disorder, and learing disability. Since it is assumed that
these pathologies reside within the child, it is also assumed that clinical treatment will
solve or at least manage the problem (Sagor, 1993). However, the same students tend to
undergo treatment for years without being cured or showing significant signs of
improvement. Sagor (1993) noted, with numerous years of treatment and no cure, it is
difficult to determine the success rate of this kind of treatment.

Developmental Deficits

The developmental deficits perspective emerges from the belief that the at-risk
child somehow missed out on experiences or skills that normally would or should have
been acquired and mastered by his/her current age. Therefore, these deficits can be
inferred to have been caused by inadequate schooling or a less than adequate home
environment. This perspective argues that the deficit is an outgrowth of the child’s
interaction with his/her environment rather than the deficit residing within the child.
Consequently, these problems, it is believed, can be corrected by environmental
intervention (Sagor, 1993). According to Sagor, this theory assumes that these students
are coming to school without the necessary skills that should have been acquired by their
age.

Similarly, Hixson and Tinzmann (1990) named this developmental deficits theory
the predictive approach to identifying an at-risk student population. Information used to
identify these students is readily available at schools and agencies.

Students who have certain kinds of conditions such as living with one parent,

being a member ot a minority group, have limited English proficiency, are

defined as at-risk because, statistically, students in these categories are more
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likely to be among the lowest achievement groups or drop out of school

altogether. (p. 2)

This approach is based on a belief in early intervention for preventing rather than
remediating academic and related school problems. However, this approach tends to be
also based on a deficit model of students, their families, and communities, and rarely
leads to any examination of fundamental aspects of the school (Natriello et al., 1990).

More often, reliance on this approach leads even compassionate and well-
meaning educators and policymakers to devise programs that identify the various ways in
which children need to be changed in order to fit into existing schocl structures and
programs (Goodlad & Keating, 1990). Furthermore. this approach is more problematic,
since it often has the effect of lowering teachers™ expectations of what students have the
potential to achieve. Ultimately, use of such categorical indicators often places students
in the position of being blamed for poor school performance on the basis of
characteristics over which they have no control (Richardson & Colfer, 1990).

Institutional Pathologv

[nstitutional pathology perspective comes from social and behavioral science
theories and argues that when individuals or groups consistently receive differential
treatment by social institutions they will demonstrate different behaviors. Therefore, from
these perspectives, at-riskness can be attributed to the inappropriate treatment received by
the child at home and school. Sagor (1993) suggested that these problems could be
corrected by treating the flawed institutions. Much like Sagor’s institutional pathology,
Hixson and Tinzmann'’s (1990) descriptive approach addressed school-related problems

when identifying at-risk students. This approach describes how students who
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consistently receive differential treatment such as remedial instruction in a pull-out
program can establish a pattern of low performance. “*Students who are already
performing poorly or failing in school are at risk because they have not been able to
successfully take advantage of the “regular™ school program and will likely fall further
behind or drop out™ (p. 2).

The institutional pathology perspective reflects a monitoring/intervention strategy.
which waits until school-related problems occur and uses these problems to identify the
student as being at risk. Hixson and Tinzmann (1990) pointed out that this identification
process is problematic because these students have established a pattern of performance,
and the expectations of both teachers and students are severe so that successful
intervention/remediation is less likely.

Common Practices That Are Normallv [neffective for At-Risk Students

One commonly used institutional pathological approach to educating at-risk
students is tracking. Tracking is “the practice of dividing students into programs that
rigidly proscribed their courses of study and that admitted little opportunity for mobility
from program to program (Lucas, 1999, p.1). Tracking consists of the school
characteristics such as inflexible schedules and narrow curricula, that hinder the academic
achievement of at-risk students, resulting in uneven distribution of learning experiences
and access to resources. This institutional pathological approach of tracking consistently
treats students differently.

Institutional Practice of Tracking

Labeling, sorting, and tracking students are common practices of the educational

system. More precisely, tracking is the result of educators labeling and sorting students
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into groups. Tracking is the process whereby students are divided into categories so that
they can be assigned in groups to various kinds of classes (Oakes, 1985). In theory,
tracking is used to accommodate instruction to the variety of student needs, interests, and
abilities. Many researchers (Gamoran, 1987; Goodlad, 1984; Goodlad & Keating, 1990:
Oakes, 1985; Page, 1991; Page & Valli, 1990; Slavin, 1990 Wheelock, 1992) advocate
the elimination of tracking and between class ability groupings. They note the negative
effects of ability grouping to low achievers, citing problems of poor peer models, low
teacher expectations, disproportionate number of people of color concentrated in low
tracks, and slow pace remedial instruction. Conversely, favorable advocates suggest that
ability grouping lets high achievers move rapidly and allows teachers to provide
rigorously challenging curriculum and instruction.

Tracking or ability grouping is characterized by educators making some global
judgment about how smart students are. Often teachers and counselors sort students into
categories that are defined in terms of 1.Q. (ability test) or achievement tests. Sometimes
students are classified by their past performance and prediction of how well they are
likely to learn (Oakes, 1985 Slavin 1990).

According to a study of 25 junior and senior high schools conducted by Oakes, in
some schools students are classified and placed separately for each academic subject. For
example, students can take an advanced class in math, and an average class in science.
While in other schools a single decision determines a student’s program of classes for the
entire day, semester, year, and perhaps even all six vears of secondary schooling. At the
senior high school level, students are often assigned to academic, general, and vocational

tracks: at middle/junior high school levels, students are often assigned to advanced, basic,
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and remedial tracks. Wehlage (1983) examined programs that stress only “basic skills™
or “vocational education™ or “career education” alone, and his findings indicated that
these programs are too narrow in focus and thus of limited value.

Slavin (1990) called this process “ability-grouped class assignment.” In essence,
however it is done, tracking is the sorting of students who have certain predictable
characteristics. For example, tracking in senior high schools usually involves different
courses or course requirements. A student in the academic (college bound) track may be
required to take more vears of mathematics than a student in the general track, or may
take a foreign language rather than an elective course (Slavin, 1990). Gamoran (1987)
pointed out that when students in low tracks are not grouped with college-bound peers

they are less likely to attend college than students in the high tracks.

Rationale for institutional practice of tracking. Supporting tracking are some
powerful norms in the culture of schools and in the society beyond the school. Oakes
(1985) argued that, first and foremost, the notion persists that natural ability is fixed very
early in life, if not innate ability, and there is virtually nothing schools can do that might
alter a student’s fundamental capability. Second, since the normal curve is not viewed as
the distribution of certain characteristics of a population but rather is seen as an accurate
representation of the distribution of how well kids are likely to do in school, it creates
grouping of students.

Research studies on tracking found that districts use achievement and/or 1.Q. tests
as a basis for sorting students. Oakes (1985) discussed the construction of standardized
tests. The tests are comprised of items that separate people in terms of their responses.

For example, take a standardized test of seventh and eighth grade reading achievement.

(9]
L)
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In designing such a test some items are eliminated. As many as 60% of the items initially
considered to be good indicators of reading achievement may be eliminated if it turns out
that nearly all the seventh and eighth graders in the pilot group can answer them. With
the elimination of what might be the best determinants of reading, we cannot be sure that
the content of the test matches the curricular objectives of instruction. This process tends
to make tests that are labeled achievement tests actually tests of general ability.

According to Kohn (2000), standardized tests do not provide objectivity. The
testing process may appear to be scientific, but it emerges from the interaction of two sets
of human beings: the invisible adults who make up the questioned and the students who
take the test. Like Oakes, Kohn questions the content of the test, and whether it measures
something important. Additionally, he points out that test anxiety is a large factor to
consider when evaluating the significance of the scores.

The more a test is made to “count’ in terms of being the basis for promoting
or retaining students, for funding or closing down schools thec more that anxiety is

likely to rise and the less valid the scores become (p. 5).

On the other hand, some students do not take the test seriouslyv. For example,
students tend to fill in the ovals creatively or just randomly and receive low scores. Asa
result, this low score on a single test is viewed as their level of capabilities and they are
therefore placed in low level classes (Kohn, 2000).

Oakes (1985) raised a second issue regarding the fairness of tests. “Are scores in
fact based solely on meritocratic factors-achievement and aptitude-or are they based in
part on students’ race, social class, or economic position?” (p.11). Research on the issues

of test content and test administration has concluded that both the substance of most
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standardized tests and the procedures used to standardize and administer them are
culturally biased.

That is, Caucasian middle-class children are most likely to do well on them

because of the compatibility of their language and experience with the language

and content of test questions, with the group against which the tests were normed,
with testing procedures, and with most of the adults doing the testing. Lower
class and minority youngsters are less likely to do well because of their language

and experience differences. (p.11)

Kohn (2000) contended that this point of tests is culturally biased, by stating that
standardized tests are biased because the questions require a set of knowledge and skills
more likely possessed by children from a privileged background. Furthermore, he points
out the discriminatory effect of norm-referenced tests, that they are designed so that
knowledge gained outside of school provides a big advantage.

Labeling and sorting practice. Labeling and sorting students are a part of the
tracking process, which can be delineated into four steps. First, students get placed in
these groups in a rather public way as to their intellectual capabilities and
accomplishments and separated into a hierarchical system of groups of instruction.
Second, these groups are labeled and characterized in the minds of teachers and others as
being high ability, average ability, and low ability. These groups are not equally valued
in the school. These groups reflect judgments that adults have made about students’
current and future abilities. Oakes (1985) noted that this kind of labeling and sorting of
students is justified by appearance of special privilege i.e., small classes, programmed

learning for slower students. Third, individual students in these groups come to be
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defined by others, both adults and their peers, in terms of these groups™ types. For
example, a student in a high-achieving group is seen as a high-achieving person, bright
and smart. Conversely, a student in the low-achieving group is seen as a slow, below
average, dumb person. Fourth, on the basis of these sorting decisions, students take their
place in the hierarchy and the values associated with it.

Homogeneous grouping practice. There are several assumptions that undergird

the premise of homogeneous grouping or tracking classes. Oakes (1985) reported, the
first assumption is based on the notion that students learn better when they are grouped
with other people who are considered to be like them academically. Similarly, these
students supposedly know about the same things, they learn at the same rate, or they are
expected to have similar futures. This assumption is expressed in two ways: first, that
bright students™ learning is likely to be held back if they are placed in mixed groups and
receiving weakened curriculum. Second, that the deficiencies of slow students are most
easily remediated if they are placed in classes together (Oakes, 1985; Braddock & Slavin,
1992).

The second assumption is that slower students placed in classrooms with bright
students have negative consequences for slower ones. Slower students might feel
inadequate by the intelligence of the smarter students. A third assumption is that students
are placed appropriately, accurately, and fairly based on past achievement and innate
abilities. A fourth assumption is that it is easier for teachers to accommodate individual
differences in homogeneous groups (Oakes, 1985).

Instructional and curricular practice. Students are treated and experience school

very differently according to these assigned groups. In observing classes, Oakes (1985)
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concluded that the instruction across tracks is probably more alike than it is different;
typically teachers talk and students are passive. Secondary teachers use a very narrow
range of teaching methods, excessively using some form of lecture or discussion
(Goodlad, 1984). Furthermore, Oakes indicated that the instructional program is very
different. Top-track students are engaged in experience-based learning with hands-on
application whereas bottom-track students’ instructional program is dominated by passive
strategies and worksheets. Top track student classes are characterized as challenging,
with problem solving and critical thinking activities. They are provided with deeply
contextualized curriculum. On the other hand, bottom-track student classes are
characterized by drill and skill worksheets, disconnected and fragmented curriculum.
These students tend to work alone, reading out of the textbooks. Students in the low
tracks receive a lower pace and lower quality of instruction than do students in higher
tracks (Gamoran, 1989: Oakes. 1985: Page & Valli, 1990).

Wehlage’s (1983) research provides analyses of six effective programs that
successfully involved marginal students in several school contexts. These students
participated in pullout programs, where they received instruction separate from the other
students. He pointed out that alienation from the school, reinforced daily by teachers is
one of the most important threats to the retention of at-risk students. “*When otherwise
normal adolescents who have sufficient intelligence to succeed in school... become
alienated and rejects the school, should not educators attempt to find

ways to respond constructively to this significant portion of their clientele?” (p.16).
Oakes (1985) pointed out that over the previous 20 years, the body of research by

cognitive and developmental psychologists has shown that the rich, contextualized,
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problem-oriented curriculum that we usually think of as appropriate for the highest-
achieving students is also the most promising kind of curriculum for children who have
difficulty doing traditional school learning. According to Oakes, drill and skill
curriculum traditionally offered to low-track students probably makes knowledge less
accessible to low-achieving students than would a richer and more rigorous curriculum
that resembles real-life problem solving.

Teacher assignment practices. The instructional program varies, as do the

teachers who teach the different tracks of students. Research by Gamoran (1989) and
Oakes (1985) indicates that teachers who are most etfective and have more experience
are assigned to teach the high track classes, whereas teachers with the least experience
sometimes without the appropriate credentials and the lowest levels of preparation in
their subject fields, are assigned to the low track classes. Nevertheless, research indicates
there is one thing that all teachers have in common, and that is how to balance rich
educational activities with classroom control. The complex dynamics of teachers
resorting to drill and skill classroom activities in which students are kept separate and
quiet for purposes of control help perpetuate low-level curriculum for low-track students.
As noted by Oakes, students in low-track classes typically have a history of misbehavior,
school difficulties, and school failure. Students in high-track classes tend to be
motivated, autonomous learners and have retained some interest in school. More
experienced teachers are assigned to teach in the high-track classes where students are
considered high achievers and gifted.

Effects of ability grouping practice. Over the past 60 years, hundreds of studies

have been conducted on the effects of ability grouping and tracking on student learning.
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These studies ranged from looking at various kinds of learning, to students of different
ages and grades. These studies were different in size and used different methodologies.
Oakes (1985, p. 7) stated, “The results differ in certain specifics, but one conclusion
emerges clearly; no group of students has been found to benefit consistently from being
in a homogeneous group.” More specifically, Slavin's (1990) and Oakes’s (1985)
concluded that there is substantial evidence that indicate homogeneous grouping does not
consistently help anyone learn better.

Slavin (1990) provided a comprehensive review of research on ability grouping.
He examined 29 studies of tracking in secondary schools. Fifteen studies consisted of six
studies that used random assignment of students to ability grouped or heterogeneous
classes and nine studies that took groups of students; matched them individually on [.Q.,
achievement, and other measures; and then assigned one of cach matched pair of students
to an ability-grouped class and one to a heterogeneous class. The remaining 14 studies
investigated existing schools on classrooms that used or did not use ability grouping.

Slavin (1987) stated that for ability grouping to be effective at the elementary
level, it must create true homogeneity on the specific skill being taught, and instruction
must be closely tailored to students” levels of performance (1987, p.323). For secondary
level, he states: The lesson to be drawn from research on ability grouping may be that
un-less teaching methods are systematically changed, school organization has little im-
pact on student achievement (1990, p. 491).

Additionally, the research has shown that slower students do not develop positive

attitudes about themselves and school when they are in homogeneous groups. Braddock
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and Slavin (1992) found that tracked low achievers had more feelings that their fate was
out of their hands (external locus of control) than did untracked low achievers.
Oakes (1985) added:

Rather than help students to feel more comfortable about themselves, the tracking

process seems to foster lowered self-esteem among those teenagers. Further

exacerbating these negative self-perceptions are the attitudes of many teachers
and other students toward those in the lower tracks. Once placed in low classes,

others usually see students in the school as dumb. (p. 8)

Wehlage (1983) argued that schools must provide students with successful
experiences in order to counteract the messages of failure that they are constantly
receiving. Furthermore, he stated that educators reinforce the message of failure by not
expecting enough from the marginal student. Educators tend to place these students in
“slow™ classes and to deny them access to challenging experiences.

The research on the relationship between tracking and student attitudes and
behaviors shows that student behaviors are influenced by track placement. Low track
students participate less in extracurricular activities, exhibit more school and classroom
misbehavior, and are involved more often in delinquent behavior outside of school.
Lower-track students are more alienated from school and have higher dropout rates
(Oakes, 1985).

Rosenbaum (1976) argued that ability grouping discriminates against minority
and lower-class students. Ability grouping is perceived to perpetuate social class and

racial inequities because lower-class and minority students are disproportionally
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represented in the lower tracks. Ability grouping is often considered to be a major factor
in the development of elite and under-class groups in society (Rosenbaum, 1980).

Historically, evidence suggests that tracks were constructed on the basis of a
unitary intelligence in accordance with Finney’s (as cited in Lucas, 1999) views of
training students. There is evidence of high schools during the period 1949-1963 where
explicit overarching tracks such as college preparatory, general, general-commercial, and
secretarial-commercial existed. This evidence clearly presents the intent behind the
design of the system: “its original aim was to provide a means of differently socializing
students™ (p. 6).

Evidence strongly suggests that the late 1960s to early 1970s was a period of
dismantling overarching tracking programs. By 1980 few schools assigned students to
tracks. Oakes (1985) ~“found that out of 12 secondary schools in her national study of
tracking in the United States, only four maintained the traditional form of broad program
assignment, and more recent evidence suggests that an even smaller proportion of schools
practice the traditional form of tracking™ (Lucas, 1999, p. 7).

Recently, Loveless (1999), an advocate for tracking, used the same logic of
advocates who support detracking to justify tracking. “Because the widening
achievement gap contains at least one positive aspect—gains by high track students—
schools could try to maintain the benefit that tracking brings to high-ability students
while launching a concerted campaign to make low tracks more rigorous™ (p. 28).

Loveless identified research that has revealed four potential effects of detracking

that are counterproductive to achievement.
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s Detracking Losers - A study of 10" graders in the National Educational

Longitudinal study of 1988 (NELS) sample. Low ability 10" graders assigned to
heterogeneous math classes rather than the low tracks, gained about 5 percentage
points on achievement tests. Detracking helped them whereas average students
lost 2 percentage points from detracking, and high-ability students lost about 5
points (Argys, Rees & Brewer, 1996).

= Bright Flight - Parents of high ability students either flee or threaten to flee
schools that are abolishing honors courses. High achieving students are a
valuable resource; they raise schools” test scores act as role models for other
students; and enhance schools™ reputation as an institute for learning (Rochester,
1998).

» Algebra - Researchers at John Hopkins University analyzed NEL's data of g"
grade math students grouped in different ways (Epstein & Maclver, 1992).
Students in heterogeneously grouped algebra classes at all levels (high, average,

and low) didn’t learn as much as students in tracked algebra classes.

= Status Distinctions -Tracking differentially allots status, and promotes stigma.
But academic accomplishments also compete with other status rankings such as
athletic prowess, good looks, knowledge of the latest fashion trends, and acting
out of antisocial sentiments (Bishop, 1989: Steinberg, 1996).

Common Characteristics of Ineffective Schools for At-Risk Students

In general, literature on educating at-risk students indicates that schools tend to
have three basic characteristics: lack of vision, teachers feel powerless, and the

educational program is designed with a deficit model (Allington & Cunningham, 1996;

[#3)
(8]
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Comer, 1987; Edmonds, 1979; Goodlad & Keating, 1990). A review of these
characteristics is given below.

There are three basic ineffective characteristics of schools that serve at-risk
students. First of all, most schools that educate at-risk students seem to lack a central
purpose. For example, they use numerous programs that seem largely disparate and
fragmented; each program has its own planning, implementing, and evaluating process.
teachers view their responsibilities as being limited to good practices in self-contained
classrooms; and resource teachers or remedial support specialists work in isolation from
the teacher and the regular school program.

Second, existing schools for at-risk students communicate a sense of
powerlessness or tend to blame factors beyond their control for the poor educational
outcomes of at-risk students. Teachers and principals argue that federal and state
governments, as well as the central offices of school districts, dominate decision making
by establishing rules, regulations, directives, policies, guidelines, reporting requirements,
and approving instructional materials that schools are mandated to comply with or be in
noncompliance.

Third, schools with large numbers of at-risk students are oftentimes preoccupied
with the deficiencies of their students, parental support, funding, and administrative
support. [t is this preoccupation with weaknesses and deficiencies that leads to low
expectations and wholesale remediation, whereas good pedagogy begins with the
strengths and experiences of participants and builds on those strengths rather than

dwelling on the weaknesses.

(95
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Common Practices That Are Normally Effective for At-Risk Students

The school reform movement of the 1980s embraced the principles that undergird
untracking schools. Many scholars now believe ability grouping may actually reduce
students’ engagement and learning opportunities while stigmatizing students (Slavin
1989a; Oakes, 1985). The most promising alternative approaches focus on student assets
(including their backgrounds and prior experiences), varied teaching strategies, and
meaningful learning in collaborative settings.

Some of the reform movements that led to untracking are the Accelerated Schools
Project, the Effective Schools Movement, the Coalitions of Essential Schools, John
Goodlad’s Partnership for School Renewal, Mortimer Adler’s Paideia Proposal, the
Montessori Movement, and the middle school movement.

Below is a review of literature on six of these major educational reforms.

The Accelerated Schools Project

The Accelerated Schools Project began in1986 created by Levin and a group of
colleagues at Stanford University’s School of Education. It was a 30-year project
designed to respond to the needs of at-risk students. [t started in two pilot schools and by
1993-94 it had grown to include over 500 elementary and middle schools in 33 states.

The Accelerated Schools Project was a comprehensive approach to school change
that dismantled tracking and rigid ability grouping. Accelerated Schools enrolled large
numbers of at-risk students into an enriched challenging learning environment over their
more familiar remedial one. “The accelerated school is a transitional elementary school
designed to bring disadvantaged students up to grade so they could take advantage of

mainstream secondary school instruction™ (Levin, 1987, p. 20).
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The project required specific approaches listed below:

1. Assess each child’s performance at the entry of school.

9

Develop and establish a series of objectives.

(V9]

Periodically evaluate on wide spectrum of standardized achievement tests.
4. Tailor assessments developed by school staff for each strand of curriculum.
5. Create curriculum that emphasizes language—reading and writing for meaning in
all disciplines.
6. Apply curriculum to everyday problems and events.
7. Include instructional strategies such as peer tutoring and cooperative learning.
8. Encourage active parent involvement.
9. Provide an extended day program.
There were three major principles of The Accelerated Schools Project reform
movement: (1) Unity of purpose (2) School-site empowerment, and (3) Building on
strengths.

The Effective Schools Movement

Research on the effective basic characteristics of schools (conducted by The
Effective Schools group) examined six areas of schooling: school effects, teacher efforts,
instructional leadership, curriculum alignment, program coupling and educational
change, and implementation. In the area of instructional leadership, administrative
behavior, policies, and practices in the schools appeared to have a significant impact on
school effectiveness. The administrative team provided a good balance between both

management and instructional skills. The administrative team implemented a school
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wide plan to deal with the reading problem. Principals (instructional leader)
provided teachers with a great amount support (Edmonds, 1979).

Edmonds, (1979) conducted research on schools serving the urban poor and found
effective schools demonstrate the following characteristics:

1. Strong administrative leadership

1)

A climate of expectation in which “no children are permitted to fall

below minimum but efficactous levels of achievement™

.b)

An orderly, but not rigid, atmosphere that is “conducive to the
instructional business at hand™
4. Anattitude which makes it clear that “pupil acquisition of the basic
skills takes precedence over all other school activities™
5. The ability to divert resources “from other business in furtherance of
the fundamental objectives™ when necessary
6. Means for frequent monitoring of pupil progress especially means, by
which the principal and the teachers remain constantly aware of pupil
progress in relationship to instructional objectives.™
These findings indicate key characteristics of effective schools, which can be
compared with practices that are used with at-risk students. This researcher
created a chart using Edmonds Effective School’s findings. This comparison
chart illustrates the contrast between characteristics of effective schools and
common ineffective schooling of at-risk student. These key characteristics are

presented in Table 1.
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Table 1

Edmonds’ Characteristics of Effective Schooling

1 Effective Schooling Ineffective Schooling

' 1. High expectations 1. Low expectations

! 2. Clear, achievable goals 2. Lack of central vision/purpose
|

E 3. Clear rules for behaviors, fairly 3. Lack of consistent discipline
enforced

|

f 4. Effective instruction and classroom 4. Lack of teacher empowerment
| management and accountability

E 5. Careful monitoring of student 5. Preoccupation with deficiencies
'; progress and weaknesses

6. Emphasis that school is a place for
! learning

f 7. Instructional leadership

Note, Adapted from Effective schools for the urban poor, by R. Edmonds 1979,

Educational Leadership, p. 23.

Clearly, there is a difference in the characteristics of effective and ineffective
schooling for students. The accumulated knowledge from research and alternative
programs for at-risk students appears to support the need to align schooling for students

at risk to the findings and recommendations of the effective schools research.
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The Coalition of Essential Schools

The Coalition of Essential Schools began in 1984 by Theodore Sizer and a small

number of practitioner colleagues. The Coalition was a partnership based on the premises

of collaboration inquiry. All people involved agreed to translate Nine Common Principles

into action in schools. A set of ideas that emerged from A Study of High Schools formed

the following principles (Sizer, 1984):

1.

)

[99)

Schools should focus on helping adolescents learn to use their minds
well.

Schools’ goals should be simple: that each student master a limited
number of essential skills and areas of knowledge.

School practice should be tailor-made to meet the needs of every group or
class of adolescents.

Teaching and learning should be personalized.

School should be student-as-worker rather than teacher-as-deliverer of
instructional services.

Students entering secondary school are competent in language and
elementary mathematics. Diploma awarded upon a successful final
demonstration of mastery for graduation, an Exhibition.

The tone of the school should express high expectations, trust, decency,
fairness and tolerance.

Principal and teachers are generalists. Staff should have multiple

obligations.
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9. Budget should include total student loads per teacher of 80 or fewer
pupils, substantial time for collective planning by teachers, and
competitive salaries.

John Goodlad’s Partnership for School Renewal

John Goodlad’s book, A Place Called School (1984), reported the status of
schooling in the United States. Observations were conducted in over 1,000 classrooms;
questionnaires and interviews involving thousands of students and teachers were reported
in this book. Among many striking points, the chapter “Access to Knowledge™ addresses
the variety of ways in which the conduct of schooling fails to provide common learning
experiences for all students.

According to Goodlad's research the lower tracks in high school marked by
inferior teaching methods, course content, and class climate, as well as by negative and
often abrasive relationships between teachers and students. Racial minority students
disproportionately experience inequalities in access to knowledge in courses and
classroom experiences. Goodlad noted how disparities in terms of access to knowledge
that begin with ability grouping in the elementary grade continued in the later grades,
producing wider gaps in learning with every passing year.

As a result of Goodlad’s findings, he proposed several major principles embedded

in his recommendations for improving schools:

—

Establish an agreement on a common core of studies.

2. Eliminate ability grouping on basis of past performance.
3. Implement heterogeneous grouping practices.
4. Rebalance decision-making power toward decentralization.
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Revise the selection and roles of principals.

6. Align the budget.

7. Examine and change teaching assignments, methodologies, and teacher
education.

8. Reorganize personnel (i.e. instructional leaders, schools)

Padeia Proposal

Mortimer J. Adler, led a group of distinguished educators and others to compile
the work of a one-track system with high standards for all students. These experts
criticized the practice of tracking students into ability groups and proposed three main
avenues that schools should provide for all students.

»  Personal growth or self-improvement (mental, moral, and spiritual).
* An adequate preparation for discharging duties and responsibilities of citizenship.
» Learning the basic skills that are common to all work in a society.

Middle School Movement. In California, the document Caught in the Middle,

published by the State Department of Education, (1987) provided the context for
untracking middle-level schools. This report included recommendations for substantial
reduction of tracking and the advice that no student should be tracked in grades 6-8
according to ethnicity, gender, general ability, primary language, or handicap. One
southern California school district Board of Education approved a policy and developed
Administrative Procedures for Students’ Equal Education # 6020. The main purposes of
this procedure were to provide guidelines for implementation of Board of Education
policy with regard to equity in student placement in all classrooms at every grade level

and to ensure implementation of grouping and counseling practices which result in equal
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access to educational opportunity for all students. This procedure stipulates that the
Community Relations and Integration Services Division conduct required surveys of all
classroom ethnic balance, review results of classroom ethnic balance surveys, and assists
principals in site efforts to comply with Board of Education policy. Other
recommendations are related to curriculum, instructional practices, academic counseling,
“at-risk™ students, staff development, organizing grade level houses.

Middle level schools participated in regional networks organized by the Office of
Middle Grades Support Services at the California Department of Education. Through
various collaborative means (e.g., monthly meeting, school visitation, staff development
days) schools shared strategies for implementing heterogeneous grouping and curriculum
reform. Initially 115 middle schools joined the network. By 1989 an additional 111
schools joined the second round of networking for middle-level reform.

[n the wake of expanded knowledge of the effects of tracking and greater
understanding with effective heterogeneous classroom methodologies, nationally schools
began to switch from practices that result in unequal educational opportunity.

Wheelock (1992) called this process untracking schools, where ability grouping
of students is replaced with mixed-ability classrooms. These grouping changes are made
in tandem with shifts in curriculum teaching approaches and assessment strategies
designed to enhance learning for more diverse groups of students. These schools also
adopt routines and structures redesigned to extend expectations for success to all students
and to foster a strong sense of the school as a community of learners. Moving into

uncharted ternitory, untracking schools create new conditions for learning and teaching
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and, in the process, redefine their own character in relation to a true commitment to
discover and nurture the genius in all their students.

To that end, current literature pays considerable attention to effective learning
strategies as well as the role of the classroom teacher. Experts are examining effective
classroom practices and researching their effectiveness. Ultimately, what happens in the
classroom determines the effectiveness of any educational reform.

The classroom teacher has the task of instructing at-risk students; therefore, the
pedagogical attitudes and instructional competencies of teachers are critically related to
the educational success of socially disadvantaged students (Scales, 1992).

According to Johnson (1998), the literature on effective classroom practices for
at-risk students identified 20 principles of instruction successful for at-risk students.

These 20 principles of instruction are presented in Table 2.
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Table 2.

Johnson’s twenty principles of instruction for effective classroom practices for at-

risk students
1. Maintain High Expectations 11. Actively Involve the Students
2. Make Use of Praise and 12. Encourage Cooperative Learning

Minimize Criticism

13. Ask and Encourage Questions

3. Capitalize on Learning
Technologies 14. Teach Self-Monitoring and Self-

Management

4. Balance Direct Instruction
with Challenging Activities. 1S. Provide Creative Opportunity for

Practice and Review

5. Teach Learning Strategies

16. Integrate Skills and Concepts

6. Accommodate Students’ Throughout the Curriculum
, Learning Styles
17. Build Student Interest and
7. Establish an Experiential Base Enthusiasm
for Learning
18. Manage the Instructional Process
8. Teach Vocabulary Directly Efficiently
9. Focus on Meaningful Skills, 19. Celebrate Cultural Diversity in
Concepts and Activities the Classroom
10. Use Examples and 20. Facilitate Parental Involvement
Demonstrations with School

NOTE: From “Principles of Instruction for At-Risk Leamers,” by G.M. Johnson,

Summer 1998, Preventing School Failures, 42, no.4, p.167.
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Seven of Johnson’s 20 principles will be discussed below.

Principle 4: Balance Direct Instruction with Challenging Activities: Direct

instruction had been the dominant teaching approach used by teachers to teach students
who are at risk (Knapp & Shields, 1990). According to Choate (1993), direct
instructional didactic approach is characterized by:
* Teacher controlled instruction
= Extensive opportunities for student practice
* Frequent teacher corrective feedback
= Careful structuring of academic tasks so that content is introduced in small,
manageable steps
* Rapid pacing
*  Whole group or homogeneous group formats
[n the classroom, direct instruction manifests itself in teacher-directed drill low
level and repetitive exercises requiring endless attention to worksheets. This emphasis on
drill and practice limits at-risk students’ experiences with higher order thinking skills
(Allington & McGill-Franzen, 1989). Drilling and using worksheets on basic skills fail
to develop advanced academic skills for at-risk students. At-risk students also need to be
exposed to assignments that develop their higher level thinking skills. Teachers must
strike a balance between direct instruction and integrated, challenging, student-directed
school activities (Knapp & Shields, 1990). Students who are at risk must become critical

thinkers who can analyze, synthesize, and evaluate information.
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Principle 5: Teach Learning Strategies: Learning strategies include selecting and

organizing information, rehearsing material to be learned, relating new material to
information in memory, and enhancing the meaningfulness of material (Schunk, 1996).
Instruction in specific thinking, learning, and studying strategies is essential for learners
at risk. Unlike effective learners who quickly and automatically develop strategies
necessary to learn, many at-risk students need to learn “how to learn” (Mulcahy, Short, &
Andrews, 1991).

Rather than wanting to remediate, teachers need to be proactive by helping
students learn how to learn. Traditionally, the main educational thrust for at-risk students
was remediation, which slowed down student progress. This emphasis puts these students
farther and farther behind their classmates. The organizations and instructional strategies
of schools with students at risk contribute to lowered expectations, expectations of
student failure, and an inability to draw upon the talents of teachers and the contributions

of parents.

Principle 8: Teach Vocabulary Directlv: During the introduction of a lesson,

classroom teachers of at-risk students should provide key words and phrases that are
categorized and clarified. This method provides at-risk students with a meaningful
structure for making connections, and comprehending information as it is subsequently
presented (Meier, 1992). Additionally, teaching vocabulary should include sentences that
provide definitions. Other successful strategies are cloze-type activities in which a key
term is deleted, as well as games that require students to match terms with definitions

(Thomas & Carmack, 1993). Words must be embedded in context to bring meaning to

life.

45

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Principle 9: Focus on Meaningful Skills, Concepts, and Activities: Learning 1s

enhanced when it has personal relevance and meaning (Choate, 1993). Students of color,
and those with different social, linguistic, and cultural backgrounds, can relate to relevant
and meaningful curriculum. Effective school instruction builds on what students have
learned and makes connections to real-life situations (Means & Knapp, 1991). Schema-
building involves highlighting the connections that exist between and across concepts and
the curriculum.

Principle 10: Use Examples and Demonstrations: Fundamental to the instructional

process is teacher modeling and demonstrating how texts are constructed and used.
Concrete and familiar examples and objects are particularly effective with at-risk
students. Demonstrations and hands-on manipulatives are such concrete examples
necessary for at-risk students that provide them with a clear picture of what is expected.

Principle 11: Actively Involve the Students: Students at risk learn skills and

develop concepts by being actively engaged and not by watching or listening (Choate,
1993). Interactive, hands-on approaches to lesson delivery appeal to the senses and
provide a reason to learn; active learning promotes attention and increased on-task
behavior, which can decrease other incidences of disruptive behavior (Borich, 1992).
Academic achievement as well as discipline often improve as students experience success
and take an active interest in what they are doing.

Principle 18: Manage the Instructional Process Efficiently: Structuring a

classroom environment increases the likelihood that teachers will enjoy teaching and
students will enjoy learning (Choate, 1993). It is important for teachers to establish a

positive community with affective filters (safe environment) to learn. For at-risk students,
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supportive teacher-student relationships include firmness, consistency, genuineness,
acceptance, and understanding.

According to Johnson (1997) the probability of academic success will increase for
at-risk learners, if teachers conscientiously implement the aforementioned 20 basic
instructional principles. These general instructional principles are applicable to all
subjects. Recently, the use of these instructional practices for improving the success of at-
risk students has been focused on literacy.

Literacy Rationale

Literacy is a significant current topic being discussed in educational literature.
Apparently, the shift in student population is occurring across the nation, causing a need
to focus on literacy. Rapidly increasing numbers of linguistically and culturally diverse
students comprise school districts’ populations. More numbers of second language
learners come from language and cultural groups that schools never educated. Declining
socioeconomic levels of students born in the United States and the arrival of newcomers
with a vaniety of educational levels complicate traditional issues of English language
development, literacy, and academic inclusion.

These concerns are particularly felt among older, pre-literate and struggling
readers. As students progress through the grade levels, the demands of academically
rigorous subject matter combined with greater dependence on expository text make the
attainment of literacy skills imperative. Older pre-literate and less proficient readers tend
to be in upper grades: fourth through twelfth.

In the 1960s, researchers attempted to explain the growing inequalities in the life

opportunities of youth from different social classes and racial groups. Anthropologists

47

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



such as Giroux (1983) and McLaren (1989) pointed out that success might be culture-
bound. Student achievement in school might be largely determined in terms of the values
of the majority group. To date, experts continue to debate the perspectives on the issues
of linguistic and cultural differences and literacy attainment. Experts agree that the
school curriculum must develop language and literacy while promoting self-esteem. Oral
and written language skills can definitely separate or unite students. This categorizing
resulting from sorting and ranking students begins at school and carries over in to the
larger society. “The schools we have are better at sorting and labeling at-risk children
than accelerating their academic development™ (Allington & Cunningham, 1996, p.1).
Therefore, the strengths that these students bring to school must be embraced and they
must be perceived as capable learners. [t is essential that educators be cognizant of the
culture of their students.

Cultural Influences on Leaming

According to Banks (1993), different worldviews of the students and teachers
meet in the classroom, and then inharmonious ideas emerge on how each stakeholder is
to act, how material is learned, and what educational outcomes are acceptable. This
incongruence of perspectives can be identified as differences in style in the following
areas: (1) behavioral expectations and social interaction style, (2) communication style,
and (3) learning style. These areas have implications that impact teaching. The first two
stylistic dimensions are related to the classroom environment in which teaching and
learning occur; the third dimension is in the development of appropriate instructional

strategies. Banks pointed out that cultural diversity is probably one major element that
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teachers should concentrate on, because it has a substantial influence on how students
approach the learning process.
[nstructional Strategies to Develop Literacy

Simply stated, reading is bringing one’s language and world knowledge to print.
Upper grade students tend to experience difficulties with text but demonstrate a wide
range of language abilities that they use in social settings. Cummins (1994) suggested
that there is a fundamental distinction between conversation and academic aspects of
language. Scholars point out the distinction between contextualized and decontextualized
language as a fundamental principle of language and literacy development. According to
Cummins (1994) there are two levels of language proficiency: (1) Basic Interpersonal
Communication Skills (BICS) and (2) Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency
(CALP). BICS involves using language for social, face-to-face everyday situations.

BICS tends to be contextualized, providing clues to comprehension, whereas CALP
involves language skills and functions of an academic or cognitive nature. There are
fewer context clues and students must draw meaning from language itself.

The literature on developing literacy suggests that activities that build background
knowledge with text and that foster academic language development which involves
more than one of the five senses, integrate the four modes of language, and are
motivating are needed for struggling readers.

Read Aloud
Several scholars (Allington & Cunningham, 1996); Atwell, 1998); Bomer, 1995)
suggested that Read Aloud 1s a strategy to build background knowledge with text and to

foster language development. Reading aloud to children provides a model for the reading
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process while students witness and cultivate the joy of reading (Mooney, 1990). Reading
aloud allows students to listen and absorb the sounds of language. Reading aloud is a
strategy that promotes communicative and academic competencies, including vocabulary
development, exposure to varied story structures, genres, authors, and illustrators.

In discussing how read aloud strategy works, Atwell (1998) indicated that:

When reading aloud I go for it, changing my inflection for the different characters

and moods of a text. [ change my face, too--smile, frown, show anger or surprise

or that effect of suspense or enlightenment-and I modulate the volume, louder or

softer, to match the mood.... I ask questions: What do you think might happen

next? What do you already know about the main character? I[s this character an

antagonist or protagonist? What do vou think the author is trving to get at here?

Does this remind you of anything else you've read? Does it remind you of

anything that’s happened to you? [ show the illustrations. (p.145)

Allington and Cunningham (1996) stated, “Reading aloud to children is one way
to model fluent reading and thoughtful talk about books, stories, and responses™ (p. 46).
Shared Reading

Shared reading is another suggested literacy strategy that promotes language
development. Routman (1991) defined shared reading as any rewarding reading situation
in which a leamer or group of learners sees the text, observes an expert reading it with
fluency and expression, and is encouraged to read along.

More specifically, shared reading is based on the bedtime story experience

(Holdway, 1979). Students sit close together to share a good story or a poem. All

students are encouraged to construct meaning through illustrations, language patterns,
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active participation, and enthusiastic reading by the teacher, until finally students can
read the text independently.

Independent Reading

Independent reading is practice time for students to apply the skills and strategies
previously modeled in read aloud and shared reading. Students select their independent
reading book. Students choose where they will read: lying on the carpet, propped on
pillows, or sitting in chairs at tables (Atwell, 1998).

Bomer (1995) promoted ownership with his students, by allowing them to self-
select their books. Independent reading allows the teacher to get to know each student as
a reader and encourages energetic reading agendas. Students come to prefer some
authors and genres and build a mind’s shelf full of books they want to read someday.

Guided Reading

Guided reading is a process used to develop independent reading. The teacher
guides students to talk, think, and question their way through a text that is slightly above
their independent reading level. Instruction is given on developing the cueing systems
and concepts of print that students are working on. This guided reading process may also
be adapted for older students who are now ready to use the resources within themselves
and the book to gain, maintain, and consider meaning for themselves (Mooney, 1995).
Essentially, reading strategies develop over time as teachers guide the students to use the
semantic (meaning), syntactic (parts of speech), and graph phonemic cues (spelling-

sound relationships) to gain understanding of text.
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Readers’ and Writers’ Workshops

Readers’ and writers’” workshops form the structure for the aforementioned
instructional strategies to be modeled and demonstrated. Both workshops are
components of a balanced literacy program designed for fluent readers who are working
independently, with partners, or with the whole class. Students engage in daily reading
and interactions with others about the reading. Readers’ workshop replicates what “real
readers™ do: read, reflect, discuss, and respond. The processes and procedures may vary
based on student needs and interests (Atwell, 1998).

Atwell (1998) and Bomer (1995) identified three major elements of readers’

workshop:

* Time-Students are given time to independently read.

* Ownership-Students choose what they read. Guidelines are established.
Sometimes the entire class works on the same piece of literature. Independent
reading gives students private ownership over their reading.

* Response-Students are given regular opportunities to reflect on and respond to
their own and others” reading.

The Steps in readers” workshop are as follows (Atwell, 1998):
1. Minilesson—A (10-30 minute) minilesson is presented on a specific aspect
of reading. These lectures at the start of class are about procedures,

conventions, craft, genre, and topic development.

9

Student read—Students read independently, with partners, or in small
groups. The teacher may be reading or conferencing, responding to

Journals, or holding book talk.
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3. Writing journal entries-Students write an entry in their reading journal
about the reading. The entry reflects a discussion about the book by
making or verifving predictions, making personal connections. Students
share their thoughts, feelings, concerns and questions about the story,
characters, author, etc.

4. Responding to reading journal-Students are paired, or sometimes work in
small groups to read each others’ journal entry. They may be reading the
same or different books. Students write a response to the entry on the
journal page itself.

5. Book log-Completed books are listed on a book log.

Elements of writer’s workshop are the same as reader’s workshop: time,
ownership, and response. Students are engaged in daily writing, for varied purposes,
participate regularly in writing conferences with peers and the teachers, and write for real
audiences.

The steps in writers’” workshops are as follows (Atwell, 1998; Bomer 1995):
1. Minilesson—A (10-30 minute) minilesson forum for telling students about

behaviors and traditions, and conventions of writers.

19

Students write—Students work on their writing; they may be at any stage of the

process from prewriting to publishing.

W

Conferencing-As students write, the teacher conferences with a few students
daily to discuss, monitor, and evaluate writing, and to help students identify their

personal positions/perceptions as writers.
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4. Sharing-Students share their completed writing with a small group or the whole
class.

The empirical study, “Making Literacy Real for “High-Risk’ Adolescent
Emerging Readers: An Innovative Application of Readers’ Workshop™ by Taylor and
Nesheim (2000-2001) is an example of a program utilizing reading strategies in the
context of a readers” workshop. Structures such as readers’ workshop and minilessons
are discussed in this study. The pedagogical strategies read aloud, think aloud, and
scaffolding are also discussed.

Managing the instructional process efficiently was one of the key elements
present in the readers’ workshop study. Au (1993) believed that teachers have the
challenge to determine the best ways to tap learners™ willingness to use reading and
writing. This willingness is essential to the role in learners’ demonstration of existing
literacy practices and skills and in the learning of new ones. [t is the teacher’s
responsibility to the emerging readers in his or her classroom to provide opportunities for
literacy learning that readers find meaningful and interesting so thev become w