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Abstract
In an urban school district in a southwestern state, the problem investigated was that
elementary educators are struggling to support the reading needs of Grade 3 through
Grade 6 students from families having limited access to economic resources. Students
with higher socioeconomic status (SES) outperform students with low SES backgrounds.
Students with proficient reading skills demonstrate higher overall academic performance
and more post-secondary opportunities. The purpose of this basic qualitative study was to
investigate educators’ perspectives of why current reading interventions have not been
successful for Grade 3 through Grade 6 students at the target site. Using Bandura’s social
learning theory, this study aimed to investigate educators’ perspectives of the
implementation of reading interventions for Grade 3 through Grade 6 students from
families having limited access to economic resources in the target district. Data were
collected via semistructured interviews from 10 participants who met the criteria of
having experience as a reading teacher and in delivering reading interventions to Grade 3
through Grade 6 students. Data analysis included using a priori and open coding to
identify codes, categories and themes. Themes emerged on (a) professional development
(PD), (b) foundational reading skills, and (c) assessment-driven reading interventions.
Findings indicated the need for reading PD and interventions based on assessment data.
The resultant PD project contributes to social change by developing educators’ skills to

implement reading interventions resulting in improved student reading performance.
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Section 1: The Problem
The Local Problem
The urban study district, Big City ISD (a pseudonym), is located in a
southwestern state. The problem investigated was that elementary educators are
struggling to support the reading needs of third through sixth grade students from
families having limited access to economic resources. According to an administrator at
the target site, a primary concern shared during the 2018-2019 back-to-school staff
meeting was that students’ low scores in reading for students as measured by the state
assessment (administrator, personal communication, August 23, 2018). Similarly, during
a professional learning community (PLC) meeting, the third-grade teachers discussed
their concerns about having the instructional time, materials, and strategies necessary to
prepare rising third grade students to demonstrate improvement in reading performance
on the state assessment compared to the previous year’s scores (Third-grade teachers,
personal communication, August 23, 2018). Despite daily campus-based interventions at
the target site, a Title I campus, third through sixth grade students’ scores have remained
below the state standards from 2016 to 2021 (Texas Education Agency, 2020a).
According to reading teachers at the target site, administrators required teachers to
implement several interventions to address the poor reading performance of students
(Third-grade teachers’ PLC meeting, personal communication, August 23, 2018) as
demonstrated on state assessments from 2016 to 2021 (Texas Education Agency, 2020a).
The interventions included before- and after-school supplemental small group tutoring, a

research-based reading program, Read 180, which offers a blend of computer-based and



direct instruction, and small group re-teaching using explicit instruction with no more
than six students per group. Despite these many interventions, most students in third
through sixth grade continued to perform below the proficiency level required for
meeting grade level performance.

The consistent low scores are the reason campus administrators followed the
protocol of Big City ISD to add weekly, on-campus grade-level PLC meetings (Third-
grade teachers’ PLC meeting, personal communication, August 23, 2018.) In the required
PLC meetings, educators conducted professional development (PD) that included a focus
on reading instruction and intervention. Additionally, each grade-level PLC meeting
included a critical review of reading assessment data for all students and open discussions
regarding best practices for delivering whole group and small group intervention lessons
to students from families having limited access to economic resources and also identified
as having difficulties in their reading abilities (Third-grade teachers’ PLC meeting,
personal communication, August 23, 2018). This study sought to close the gap in practice
of teachers struggling to support the reading intervention needs of third through sixth
grade students from families having limited access to economic resources.

The population of students from families having limited access to economic
resources at the target site has comprised a significant portion of the total enrollment
from academic years 2016 to 2021. During this time, the percentage of students from
families having limited access to economic resources enrolled totaled 94.6%, 92.5%, and
93.8% respectively (Texas Education Agency, 2020a). Noneducators might argue against

socioeconomic status (SES) having any connection to academic performance, but
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researchers have documented a connection between low SES and academic performance.
Prescott et al. (2018) reported a negative relationship between SES status and reading
achievement levels. Katz and Shah (2017) noted that students of higher SES backgrounds
have generally outperformed their peers from lower SES backgrounds on prefrontal
cortex abilities such as focusing attention where necessary and managing emotions.
Tavassolie and Winsler (2019) explained students from families having limited access to
economic resources are more likely to fail the annual state assessment. These researchers’
findings suggest a possible relationship between SES status and reading achievement. In
this study, I applied a qualitative lens to examine educators’ perspectives of this potential
relationship and reading achievement.
Rationale

Reading is a necessary skill in every K-12 subject area. Additionally, reading is
essential to everyday life (Barnard-Brak et al., 2017; Gorzycki et al., 2020; Iruvuri, 2020;
Merga & Mat Roni, 2018; Soto et al., 2019; Tanner-Anderson, 2020). Students who
struggle with reading at the elementary level may also experience a low annual income,
an absence of healthcare insurance, and un- or underemployment (Kuhfeld et al., 2018).
The local problem of elementary educators struggling to support the reading needs of
students from families having limited access to economic resources and the evidence of
students’ repeated underperformance despite their engagement in specific reading
interventions was justification for inquiry. Additional campus interventions provided
evidence of campus administrators’ and teachers’ intention to address this identified

problem.



Educators reported concerns regarding the reading progress for this student
population during the 2018 — 2019 back-to-school staff meeting. In a vertical PLC
meeting, teachers discussed how even with the daily implementation of intervention
lessons and activities, they still struggled to successfully meet students’ academic needs
in reading (Vertical PLC meeting, personal communication, August 23, 2018). This
discussion of struggling to support students’ success in reading interventions continued in
the grade-level PLC meetings of reading teachers (Third grade reading teachers’ PLC
meeting, personal communication, August 23, 2018).

The evidence presented in Table 1 reveals the target site’s population of students
from families having limited access to economic resources, that was more than 90% from
2017 to 2021 (Texas Education Agency, 2020a). Table 1 also shows that of the 10
elementary schools within the same geographical area as the target site, there were three
campuses that are comparable to the target site, having SES population percentages with
an average greater than 90% from 2017 to 2021 (Texas Education Agency, 2020a) (Table
1). While Meets Standard performance scores in reading for third through sixth grade
students enrolled at the target site averaged 27%, the average Meets Standard
performance scores for Campus A, B, and C were 26.3%, 28%, and 34.6%, respectively.
The comparison of the four elementary campuses by percent of students from families
having limited access to economic resources and percent of students demonstrating Meets
Standard on the state’s annual reading assessment for third through sixth grade students
revealed a similar pattern as the target site in terms of a high percentage of students

identified as low SES and low reading achievement. Though similar demographics



regarding reading academic performance for third through sixth grade students and the
percentage of students identified as low SES are reflected in Table 1 for other elementary
sites in the study district, the gap in performance at the elementary target site regarding
reading achievement reflected that only 18% of the students passed the state reading
assessment in performance in the 2020-2021 school year, compared to 28% in 2017-
2018. Table 1 data reflect the overarching context for the reading performance of the
elementary target site and provide further justification for why the elementary target site

was selected as the focus of this project study.



Table 1

Percentage of Third Through Sixth Grade Students From Families with
Low SES Resources and Percentage Demonstrating Reading Proficiency
for Target Site and Comparable Elementary Campuses for 2017-2021

School Years Target Site Low SES Met Standard
2017-2018 Target Site 92.5% 28%
Campus A 89.2% 28%
Campus B 87.7% 32%
Campus C 88.4% 34%
2019-2020 Target Site 93.8% 25%
Campus A 95.8% 26%
Campus B 93.6% 27%
Campus C 93.6% 35%
2019-2020 Target Site 90.0% *
Campus A 91.6% *
Campus B 97.3% *
Campus C 95.0% *
2020-2021 Target Site 90.6% 18%
Campus A 94.7% 26%
Campus B 91.2% 18%
Campus C 90.6% 21%

Note. Data adapted from Texas Education Agency (2020a); *denotes the
cancellation of spring 2020 State of Texas Assessments of Academic Readiness
(STAAR) due to the COVID-19 pandemic (Texas Education Agency, 2020¢)



Table 2 presents a comparison of the percentage of all third through sixth grade
elementary students, district-wide and statewide, whose reading performance was found
to have Met Standard on the annual state assessment compared to the percentage of
students in third through sixth grade at the target site. The overall student state reading
proficiency data were 46%, 48%, and 45% for 2017- 2018, 2018-2019, and 2020-2021
respectively. The overall student district reading proficiency data were 42%, 43%, and
47% for 2017- 2018, 2018-2019, and 2020-2021 respectively. Proficiency data were not
obtained for 2019-2020 due to the Covid-19 pandemic. The overall student target site
reading proficiency data were 28%, 25%, and 18% for 2017- 2018, 2018-2019, and 2020-
2021 respectively. These data represent a gap in performance when comparing
proficiency scores of students who attended the target site compared to students
throughout the same district and across the state. The gap in reading proficiency scores

ranged from -18% in 2017-2018 to -27% in 2020-2021.



Table 2

Comparison of Meets Grade Level Standard Category of Reading Scores of Third
Through Sixth Grade Students From 2017 to 2021 by Target Site, by Overall District,
and by State Scores

School Target Site District Net Difference State Net Difference

Years (3" - 6" grades (3" — 6" grades (Target Site (3" - 6" grades (Target Site
combined, combined, Campus v combined, Campus v
Meets Meets District) Meets State)
Standard) Standard) Standard)

2017- 28% 42% -14% 46% -18%

2018

2018- 25% 43% -18% 48% -23%

2019

20 1 9_ % k % k k

2020

2020- 18% 37% -19% 45% -27%

2021

Note. Data adapted from Texas Education Agency (2020a) *denotes the cancellation of
spring 2020 State of Texas Assessments of Academic Readiness (STAAR) due to the
COVID-19 pandemic (Texas Education Agency, 2020e)
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According to Texas Education Agency (TEA, 2020b, 2020c), the state assessment

has four performance categories: (a) masters grade level performance, (b) meets grade
level performance, (c) approaches grade level performance, and (d) did not meet grade
level performance. A pass or fail on the assessment is determined by each student’s scale
score, which differs per grade level (TEA, 2020d). TEA (2020c¢) officials published a
scale score as a score that is obtained by measuring the number of questions answered
correctly while also factoring in the difficulty of each question. Across all grade levels,
students were determined to have passed the state assessment if their score was within the
Approaches Grade Level Performance category (TEA, 2020c¢). Table 3 presents an

illustration of the four performance categories and the scale score requirement for each.



Table 3

10

Third Through Sixth Grade Reading and Math Assessment Scale Score Performance Standards
for Masters, Approaches, Meets, and Did Not Meet Grade Level Performance

Assessment Name Masters Grade Meets Grade Level  Approaches  Below Grade
Level Performance Performance Grade Level Level
Performance  Performance
Grade 3 Math 1596 1486 1360 Below 1360
Grade 4 Math 1670 1589 1467 Below 1467
Grade 5 Math 1724 1625 1500 Below 1500
Grade 6 Math 1772 1653 1536 Below 1536
Grade 3 Reading 1555 1468 1345 Below 1345
Grade 4 Reading 1633 1550 1434 Below 1434
Grade 5 Reading 1667 1582 1470 Below 1470
Grade 6 Reading 1718 1629 1517 Below 1517

Note. Data adapted from TEA (2020d)

The percentage of students from families having limited access to economic

resources meeting the grade-level reading proficiency standards for the state remains a

concern of administrators of the elementary target site. Though a single program,

practice, or resource has not been identified as the reason students struggle with reading,

no sole solutions have been suggested (Stevens et al., 2020). It is well-established

according to the target site’s daily required reading intervention, tutoring efforts, and

students "performance on the state’s annual reading assessment that that reading
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educators of an elementary target site within a southwestern state are struggling to
support the reading needs of third through sixth grade students from families having
limited access to economic resources. Despite the daily occurrence of campus-based
reading interventions, students’ academic performance in reading has not met the state’s
standards from 2017-2021 (TEA, 2020a). The 2020 assessment was cancelled due to the
Covid epidemic (TEA, 2020¢). Thus, the purpose of this basic qualitative study was to
investigate educators’ perspectives of why current reading interventions have not been
successful for third through sixth grade students at the target site.

Definition of Terms

Accommodations: An accommodation is a pre-set, uniquely designed type of
support offered to students based on universal screenings or daily teacher observations
(Dixon et al., 2019).

Assessment: An assessment is a paper-and-pencil or computer-based program
used by educators to determine the specific information or individual skills students have
mastered (Buffum et al., 2018).

Attention: The first stage of Bandura’s social learning theory; the stage where
learners see the desired behavior. (Horsburgh & Ippolito, 2018)

Differentiated instruction: A type of instruction based on a student’s learning
style and the level of readiness he/she has demonstrated (Tomlinson & Moon, 2013).

Educator: Relative to this study, the term refers to an individual who is a certified

teacher but may not be currently positioned as a classroom teacher at the target
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elementary site in the 2020-2021 school year. Examples of such individuals include
literacy specialists, instructional coaches, interventionists, and counselors.

Intervention: An intervention is the use of a program or activity focused on
supporting students as they work to learn grade-level skills (Hollingsworth & Ybarra,
2018).

Literacy: The term literacy means the ability to read and write (Hollingsworth &
Ybarra, 2018).

Retention: The second stage of Bandura’s social learning theory; the ability to
internalize what was shown. (Horsburgh & Ippolito, 2018)

Motivation: The final stage of Bandura’s social learning theory; imitation of
behavior via reinforcement. (Horsburgh & Ippolito, 2018)

Motor reproduction: The third stage of Bandura’s social learning theory;
practicing the modeled behavior. (Horsburgh & Ippolito, 2018)

Remediation: Remediation is the support given to a student who is working to
learn below-level skills (Hollingsworth & Ybarra, 2018).

Small group instruction: Small group instruction is a specific pre-scheduled time
especially set aside to work with students in need of extra support or to provide extension
activities to students already performing on-level (Dixon et al., 2019)

Socioeconomic status (SES): The socioeconomic status (SES) includes a
determination of a combination of income, education, occupation, and perceptions

(American Psychological Association, 2020).
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State of Texas Assessment of Academic Readiness (STAAR): A state assessment
program created to measure the extent of learning of students in Grades 3-12; the
assessment is based on state required standards, Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills
(TEKS; TEA, 2020c).

Universal screening: Universal screening is a process commonly completed
immediately prior or at the beginning of a new school year to identify specific students
having scores below grade-level range and which skills they have not mastered (Buffum
et al., 2018).

Significance of the Study

The significance of this basic qualitative study is that it will advance the current
understanding of campus administrators, district leaders, and other educators regarding
teachers’ perspectives of reading interventions and intervention resources for third
through sixth students from families having limited access to economic resources at the
target site. The findings from this study also serve as the foundation for a PD I have
developed and will provide to the district. Due to the low performance of third through
sixth grade students on the state’s annual reading assessment from 2017-2021 (TEA,
2020b), a need for inquiry regarding educators’ perspectives of the reason current reading
interventions have not been successful is necessary. The findings of this study could lead
to administrators’ improved understanding of the participants’ perspectives regarding
reading interventions and increase their knowledge of why current reading interventions
have not been successful. Additionally, the findings could lead to the empowerment of

teachers at the target site. Teacher empowerment in the form of shared decision-making
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among teachers and administrators (Balyer et al., 2017) regarding the use of interventions
and intervention resources could lead to a positive improvement in practice, which may
also lead to positive changes in student performance on the annual reading assessment.
This study could lead to instructional changes that will contribute to positive social
change by increasing the numbers of literate students matriculating through K-12 schools
and the percentage of future on-time graduates (Vaughn et al., 2019). Literacy has been
determined to have significant value in many ways, especially in its relationship to a
higher quality of life (Scerri et al., 2019).

Research Question

The research question that guided this study was developed based on the problem
and purpose and was used to design the interview instrument. Each interview contributed
to exploring the perspectives of educators regarding reading interventions and any
supports that may be needed to fortify reading intervention instruction for third through
sixth grade students from families having limited access to economic resources.

This research question was used to guide the study:

RQ1: What are educators’ perspectives of the implementation of reading
interventions for third through sixth grade elementary students from families having
limited access to economic resources in the target district?

Review of the Literature

In an elementary school located in an urban school district in a southwestern state,

educators are struggling support the reading academic needs of third through sixth grade

students from families having limited access to economic resources. Their efforts to
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support students’ academic improvement have included before school tutoring, after
school tutoring, and daily reading intervention as a part of the master schedule created by
campus administrators. Even with these efforts, students have continued to struggle to
reach grade-level performance in the content of reading (TEA (2020a).

To better understand the problem investigated by this study, this review of the
literature initiates with a definition and description of its conceptual framework, followed
by a review of the literature on the following topic-related themes: connections between
low SES, or students from families having limited access to economic resources, and
academic achievement, assessing the reading levels of third through sixth grade students,
academic needs of third through sixth grade struggling readers, the role of educators in
academic achievement, and reading interventions for third through sixth grade students.
In the next section, I discuss the conceptual framework for this basic qualitative study.
Conceptual Framework

Social learning theory (SLT) is the conceptual framework that undergirds this
study. SLT, authored by Bandura (1971), supports learning by observation. Bandura
(1971) suggested new behaviors can be learned by direct engagement with others and
those behaviors can determine the pathway of future choices. The learning that occurs as
a result of observing the modeled attitudes and behaviors of others supports the idea that
with modeling, students can learn in any setting if the processes that support learning are
embedded in the learning process and if the student experiences the four learning
components (see Bandura, 1971). The quantitative study of Delaney et al., (2019)

documented students’ learning which occurred through the modeled behavior of others
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during group work posted on an Internet-based discussion board. The authors chose the
SLT as the conceptual framework and they noted a positive learning outcome based on
the students’ ability to collectively engage and learn from one another through observing
the online responses of others via the discussion board (Delaney et al., 2019).

According to Hranchuk et al. (2019), the observation of a modeled behavior can
lead to the acquisition of that same behavior based on the four observational learning
processes. Bandura (1971) identified the four observational learning processes as (a)
attention, (b) retention, (c) motor reproduction, and (d) motivation (see Table 4). Each of
these learning processes, according to Bandura, should be included in the instructional
modeling implemented during Tier 2 and Tier 3 reading interventions. This suggested
learning through modeling and observation is common practice in elementary
classrooms. To get the greatest level of student participation and improved academic
outcomes, teachers’ lesson planning should, as explained by Bandura, incorporate an
intentional focus on all four of areas of the SLT. For example, when teachers design
small group reading intervention lessons and activities focused on a specific skill or set of
skills, attention to each part of Bandura’s SLT should be included. The teacher’s
modeling of the skill or skills should be offered in a way that captures students’ attention.
The teacher’s modeled behavior must offer grade-level challenge, but be meaningful
enough for retention to take place. Immediately following the modeled action, students
must be able to replicate the academic behavior demonstrated. The modeling activity
must be presented in a way that leads to students being motivated to duplicate the

educators’ modeled behavior. Each of these learning processes is important to this study
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as they are intricate parts of the mental and physical engagement that occurs as educators
explore various ways to increase student learning through modeled behaviors in the
reading class and across all content courses. Table 4 presents an illustration of the
components of the SLT and application to the anticipated application to the current study.
Table 4

SLC Components and Anticipated Application to Study

SLT Component Application to Current Study

Attention - Teachers’ choice of topics
- Teachers’ choice of materials

Retention - Teachers’ choice of materials
- Teachers’ modeling
- Teachers’ choice of how much
practice time is embedded into the
lesson or independent activities

Motor Reproduction - Teachers’ choice of how students will
practice the modeling they witnessed
during the lesson

- Teachers’ choice of when students will
practice the modeling they witnessed
during the lesson

Motivation - Teachers’ choice of topics
- Teachers’ choice of materials

In this study, I sought to understand the perspectives of educators regarding why
reading interventions have not been successful for third through sixth grade students of
the target population related to a single Title I elementary school due to the problem of
elementary educators struggling to support the reading needs third through sixth grade

students from families having limited access to economic resources, who represent the
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majority of students enrolled. In the next section, I review the topics reviewed in this
study along with the search strategies used to secure the literature related to each topic.
Review of the Broader Problem

To compile this literature review, I explored various educational databases within
the Walden University Library. I explored SAGE, ERIC, Education Source, and
ProQuest. Additionally, I explored Google Scholar on each topic. To conduct each
literature search, I used the keywords academic progress, academic achievement, student
achievement, academic disparities, educators, low SES and student achievement, low
performing, needs of struggling readers, supports for struggling readers, struggling
readers, upper elementary struggling readers, assessing struggling readers, reading
assessments, role of reading teachers, reading teachers in upper elementary, reading
teachers, reading interventions, reading interventions for upper elementary, reading
supports, and reading supports for upper elementary. My review presents a review of the
literature around the interconnected subtopics of this study: connections between low
SES and academic achievement, assessments and the identification of Kindergarten
through Grade 6 struggling readers, assessing reading levels of struggling readers in
Grade 3 through Grade 6, role of teachers as communicators, and research-based reading
interventions.

Before focusing on review of the literature, it is necessary to clarify what it means
to teach reading and to identify which components of effective reading instruction are
presented to students on the state’s annual assessment. According to National Institute of

Child Health and Human Development (NICHD, 2000), effective reading instruction is



made up of five important pieces: phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary,

and comprehension. When students are afforded consistent, effective instruction that

focuses on these five areas, the anticipation is that they will become successful readers.

This review of the literature begins with a review of the current research on the

connections between low SES and academic achievement (NICHD, 2000). Table 5

presents an illustration of the five essential components of effective reading instruction.
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Table 5

National Reading Panel’s Five Essential Components of Effective Reading Instruction

Component Definition

Phonemic awareness The understanding that words are made up of
individual units of sounds that when blended
together create words. The individual units of
sounds are called phonemes.

Phonics The understanding of the relationship between
letters (graphemes) and corresponding sounds
(phonemes) for the purpose of spelling and
decoding while reading.

Fluency The ability to quickly recognize words when
reading while simultaneously using accurate tone to
give the reading a natural sound.

Vocabulary The understanding of listening words and speaking
words as words we use in normal oral engagements
with others; reading words as words we quickly
recognize when seen in print; writing words as
words we use when engaging in the action of
writing.

Comprehension The ability to obtain accurate understanding by
connecting the words in the text to one’s
background knowledge or schema. Comprehension
is the ultimate intended goal if reading.

Note. NICHD, 2000
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Connections Between Having Limited Access to Economic Resources and Academic
Achievement

Academic achievement and students identified as having limited access to
economic resources continue to be a focal point of independent research as political,
local, and community leaders remain committed to better understand the connection, if
any, between these two. Bradley and Corwyn (2002) explained, “Several ways of
measuring SES have been proposed, but most include some quantification of family
income, parental education, and occupational status” (p. 371). In a U.S. based study
conducted by Katz and Shah (2017) and a European based study completed by von
Stumm (2017), researchers’ use of the term low SES in each study was determined by
parents’ education and occupation. Researchers have found evidence that supports the
claim that students with low SES do not perform as well, academically, as their peers
from higher SES backgrounds (Destin et al., 2019; Katz & Shah, 2017; von Stumm,
2017). For instance, in a quantitative European study of nearly 6,000 participants, von
Stumm hypothesized SES would be positively associated with the academic performance
of children at age seven, showing academic gains from students 7-16 years of age. On the
contrary, the researcher found children from families having limited access to economic
resources performed worse, academically, in their earlier years of education than their
peers from families having a higher socioeconomic status (von Stumm, 2017). Likewise,
according to the quantitative research findings of Destin et al. (2019), students from
families in which the parents have access to greater levels of income and have more years

of education were found to be more likely to exemplify higher levels of academic
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performance than students from families where the parents have less income and fewer
years of education. In contrast to the research of von Stumm, the findings of Destin et al.
highlighted students’ beliefs, or mindsets, about their performance ability as a
contributing factor to the disparities in academic achievement between students from
higher SES families and students from families having limited access to economic
resources. Another essential point regarding the possible connection between having
limited access to economic resources and academic achievement was suggested by Katz
and Shah, who conducted a qualitative study focused on the likelihood of children’s SES
backgrounds affecting their mental processes or cognitive abilities. Participants included
two data sets of children 6-18 years of age who completed cognitive training, which
included thinking-before-speaking, setting goals, handling frustration, and using past
experiences as opportunities for positive reflections and positive future choices.
Mirroring the findings of Destin et al.(2019) and von Stumm (2017), Katz and
Shah (2017) suggested even with the use of differentiated interventions, children from
families having limited access to economic resources may not show the same level of
academic progress or performance in cognitive functions as their peers from higher SES
backgrounds. However, in the qualitative study of Bowers and Schwarz (2018),
researchers found significant improvement in the reading scores of students from families
having limited access to economic resources who participated in a summer reading
program designed to improve oral and written narrative skills in reading and writing.
Researchers noted no significant measurements were found in reading fluency or reading

comprehension (Bowers & Schwarz, 2018). While each of these researchers used
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different methodologies to identify performance gaps, a commonality is that they
collectively offered confirmation of the relationship between academic achievement and
students from families having limited access to economic resources. Though each of the
authors referenced found evidence of poor performance of students from families having
limited access to economic resources, their findings did not include references regarding
research methodology or identification of assessments used to differentiate low
performers among participants. Assessments are essential prerequisites in instructional
decision making and they are vital toward identification of struggling readers (Nordstrom
et al., 2019).
Assessments and the Identification of K-6 Struggling Readers

Assessments are an integral part of the process of identifying and supporting
students from families having limited access to economic resources as some of them may
also be struggling readers. According to Nordstrom et al. (2019), assessments, which may
be varied in frequency and application, are necessary to identify struggling readers and
foundational learning gaps. The importance of reading assessments was documented in
the quantitative study of Missall et al. (2019) which included 980 student participants in
kindergarten through sixth grade along with 51 homeroom teachers. The study’s topic
was focused on the feasibility of identifying struggling readers based on a single
assessment compared to the use of at least two measurements for data-based decision-
making (Missall et al., 2019). Researchers found the use of teacher ratings and rankings

of students’ reading levels to be highly accurate and suggested teachers’ personal
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assessments should be included when collecting data to determine the next instructional
steps for student learning (Missall, et al., 2019).

The decision to use a combination of assessments that follow each lesson or those
that follow an entire unit are generally at the discretion of the classroom teacher.
According to Saeed et al. (2018), the teacher’s implementation of both formative and
summative assessments is essential to nurture and enhance learning across all contents at
the primary and secondary levels of a child’s learning. While Saeed et al. asserted the
importance of teachers having a thorough understanding of their rationale for the use of
each assessment for learning and each assessment of learning, Nordstrom et al.(2019)
agreed with the suggestion of using more than one source to assess students’ reading
skills. Additionally, researchers suggested teachers use assessment data to determine
reading intervention activities based on each students’ academic need (Nordstrom et al.,
2019). According to the findings from these studies, reading assessments provide
teachers with opportunities to engage in data-driven reading instruction to support
students’ acquisition of the skill of reading.

Acquiring the invaluable skill of reading is typically gained at the primary level of
a child’s education, but not all primary students demonstrate mastery. According to The
National Center for Education Statistics (NCES, 2018), fourth grade reading scores
showed poorer performance in 2019 than 2017. Similarly, The NCES also reported only
one-third of fourth grade students read at grade level proficiency. These reports point to a
national problem of too few students acquiring the foundational skills needed to master

the task of reading at the primary levels of learning. Researchers agree that teaching and
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assessing students’ reading levels and abilities as early as possible is a vital precursor to
identifying struggling readers and providing intervention support to students whose
reading assessment data provide evidence of learning gaps (Hautala et al., 2020; January
et al., 2018; Missall et al., 2019; Thomson et al., 2020; VanMeveren et al., 2020).

The process of teaching a student to read requires frequently assessing students’
reading abilities using multiple methods and analyzing the collected data to achieve a
holistic identification of struggling readers. Using various forms of assessment may
increase a teacher’s ability to help bolster students’ reading performance by assigning
skills-targeted interventions based on individual need (VanMeveren et al., 2020).
However, according to Liebfreund and Amendum (2017), offering too many assessments
might cause teachers to become conflicted about how to use the assessments in concert
rather than giving more consideration to one over the other. While offering multiple
reading assessments has great value, offering assessments that also considers students’
socioeconomic status, academic and personal schema, and general interests are valuable
considerations.

An example of an assessment that could be considered high-interest is a games-
based assessment (GBA) since students from all economic backgrounds enjoy games.
One such assessment was investigated in a quantitative European study that included 723
student participants from first to fourth grades focused on using a GBA in reading as a
primary assessment tool for the identification of struggling readers (Hautala et al., 2020).
In addition to students, the participant group also included classroom teachers as

supervisors during two GBAs of 25-60 minutes and 40-90 minutes, respectively (Hautala
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et al., 2020). Researchers determined GBAs successfully identified students with reading
difficulties and showed the greatest positive results in the identification of students’
reading fluency. Similarly, the quantitative study of Thomson et al. (2020) focused on the
ability to use student-friendly gameplay to adequately measure students’ reading abilities,
which, according to researchers, includes students’ cognitive abilities and phonological
awareness. Participants of the study included a mixed ability group of 137 primary-level
students who played the assessment game over a timeframe of 25 weeks. At the
conclusion of the study, researchers found evidence that showed the at-risk students make
the lowest amount of progress (Thomson et al., 2020). While researchers of these studies
found similar results, neither offered suggestions regarding how often students should be
engage in reading assessments.

Equally important to determining the most appropriate assessment types, is the
task of determining the most appropriate assessment frequency. Though studies of
Hautala et al. (2020) and Thomson et al. (2020) included details, methodologies, and
findings about GBA sessions and session timings, neither included suggestions on
regularity for ongoing use of GBAs. However, in a quantitative study comparing the
effectiveness of weekly reading assessments versus monthly and bi-monthly reading
assessments, January et al. (2018) concluded progress monitoring for reading
improvement conducted monthly or bimonthly may yield the most accurate results, with
bimonthly assessing being the favored option. Researchers suggested the bimonthly
option because they found it to offer the most reasonable approximation of weekly

growth (January et al., 2018) and offered a better set of data regarding academic progress.
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Regular assessments are needed to identify struggling readers, to support in-need students
from families having limited access to economic resources, and also to identify the skills,
strategies, and accommodations students may need.

Needs of K-6 Struggling Readers

Many students across the United States struggle to acquire adequate reading skills
and thus fail to demonstrate the ability to proficiently perform grade-level reading tasks.
As a result, students who demonstrate reading abilities below the grade level standard,
those identified as struggling readers, are identified as students in need of extra support to
help increase their motivation to read, positive self-efficacy, and opportunities to engage
in the action of reading (Ahlfeld, 2020; Haas et al., 2017; Ives et al., 2020; Ortlieb &
Schatz, 2020; Parsons et al., 2018; Schimmel & Ness, 2017; Witmer et al., 2018). Of
these three areas of need for the struggling reader, motivation is reviewed first.

During the earliest years of a child’s education, students from higher income
families along with students from families having limited access to economic resources
are highly motivated to attend school and to learn to read, but this changes over time. In a
descriptive qualitative study that included a convenience sample of 1,104 upper
elementary students across seven states in Grade 3 through Grade 6, researchers’ findings
corroborated the findings in previous studies that showed the decline in students’
motivation to read as they moved from lower to upper elementary grades (Parsons et al.,
2018). Though finding effective ways to motivate students to read can be a challenge,

several researchers have found success.
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While educators across the nation may argue that too many students in general,
but most especially students from families having limited access to economic resources,
are unable to be motivated to read, not all researchers would agree. According to Ives et
al. (2020), students can be motivated to increase the amount of time they spend reading
both on-campus and away from school based on their academic experiences in the
classroom. The researchers conducted a quantitative exploratory study of students’
motivation to read, which included 195 upper elementary participants in Grade 3 through
Grade 5 in which students used The Self-Regulation Questionnaire — Reading Motivation
survey to explain that they were equally motivated to read while on-campus and when
away-from-school (Ives et al., 2020). Researchers explained that students’ positive
motivations to read fiction and nonfiction in the classroom and away-from-school may
have been the result of teachers’ in-class encouragement, exposure to a variety of genre,
and the allowance of students to frequently engage in self-selection of texts (Ives et al.,
2020). The question then might not be ‘Can my students be motivated to read,” but rather
‘What can I do to motivate my students to read?’ Based on the findings of Ives et al.,
(2020) perhaps the concern for students from families having limited access to economic
resources and struggling readers is not connected to their motivation, but to their belief in
themselves.

For reading teachers at all levels of experience, motivating struggling readers and
students from families having limited access to economic resources, identified as
struggling readers, may be the goal, but the barrier of self-efficacy is sometimes an

unavoidable stumbling block. While an increase in student motivation would be more
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appealing than a decrease, the goal is to shape and nurture students who will read over
students who simply can read (Ahlfeld, 2020). Motivation is vital to the good reader and
the lack of it affects students’ self-efficacy or the belief they hold for themselves within
themselves to be able to meet their own goals, personally or academically (Ortlieb &
Schatz, 2020).

What others perceive about students is important, but what they believe about
themselves is even more important because that belief is essential to their success as
readers. Regarding reading achievement, student’s self-efficacy can be significantly
influenced by teachers, peers, and others in their school community (Ortlieb & Schatz,
2020). This point was made by Johnston and Martelli (2019) as the researchers shared
how prospective teachers from the college of education at a local university successfully
planned and executed a literacy festival where teachers, librarians, authors, and students
attending Title I schools across several counties were invited to attend and actively
participate. The researchers’ goal was to expose students to various genre and several
authors to encourage students from families having limited access to economic resources
to independently make the choice to increase their time spent reading.

Encouraging students to engage in the act of reading texts from several genre is
the constant goal of all reading teachers. Similar to the research conducted on motivation
by Parsons et al. (2018), Ahlfeld (2020) asserted that students exemplify greater
motivation and demonstrate higher levels of self-efficacy when they experience
opportunities to engage in self-selection from a broad range of genre, but the findings of

the study revealed that students with a low sense of self-efficacy could be negatively
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influenced by the teachers’ pre-determined beliefs about their abilities or about their
reading interests. According to Ahlfeld (2020), a common error of many teachers is
making presumptions about readers based on femineity, masculinity, age, or society.
Though Parsons et al. (2018) documented that gender differences influenced students’
motivation to read, Ahlfeld (2020) shared the error of educators in making assumptions
about gender with regard to students’ ability or willingness to engage in reading. When
students possess the ability to read and the willingness to engage in the activity of
reading, then teachers have a pathway to increase in opportunities to engage in
independent reading.

When students successfully learn to read and are introduced to a variety of genre
during the early years of their education, they may easily grow to enjoy independent
reading and become lifelong readers. According to Erbeli and Rice (2022), including a
time of sustained silent reading within the school day has been a practice of many
educators to improve students’ reading abilities. In a different quantitative study focused
on the comparison of oral and silent reading on student comprehension, silent reading
was found to be superior to oral reading in the area of recall for narrative passages, but
the outcome was the same for expository passages (Schimmel & Ness, 2017). The
findings of these studies support the suggestion that all students need regular
opportunities to engage in independent reading, preferably sustained silent reading. One
of the roles of the reading teacher is to communicate to students which days and times

they are expected to engage in sustained silent reading.
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Role of the Teacher: Communicator

The position of an elementary teacher is vital and is comprised of multiple
responsibilities, or roles, essential for students’ academic progress. For example,
reciprocal communication among teachers, parents, and students is a non-negotiable part
of the learning process for the struggling reader (Varghese et al., 2019; Witmer et al.,
2018). If teachers fail to communicate, the needs of students could go unmet. In a
qualitative study that included special education teachers along with special education
students as participants, Witmer et al. (2018) used face-to-face interviews and surveys to
uncover a primary hindrance to students’ ability to obtain accommodations and other
academic services was a lack of effective communication from or between teachers. In
short, communication among stakeholders is vital, but the most important communication
for the purpose of a student’s academic progress should come from the teacher. Lack of
communication among stakeholders could result in struggling readers and students from
families having limited access to economic resources not receiving the accommodations
necessary for academic success.

Similar to the importance of teacher-to-teacher communication is the urgency of
teacher-to-student communication, which is believed to positively influence positive
outcomes, academically and behaviorally. The connection between teacher-student
relationships and academic outcomes was studied in a qualitative investigation by
Varghese et al. (2019), which included a combination of 503 struggling and non-
struggling elementary readers and 52 elementary teachers. Researchers gathered data in

the form of student assessments and teacher questionnaires and found a correlation
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between teachers’ perspectives of conflict with students and negative student behaviors
(Varghese et al., 2019). The researchers’ findings supported the suggestion that teachers
should make conscious and continuous effort toward building positive teacher-student
relationships with students at all socioeconomic levels to increase the likelihood of
positive student behaviors and positive academic progress.

Year-long communication from teacher-to-teacher and from teacher-to-student is
one of the most essential components needed for the manifestation of a student’s success
across all subjects. Though researchers Varghese et al. (2019) and Witmer et al. (2018)
focused on two different roles of the reading teacher as a communicator, their findings
simultaneously documented the positive outcomes that are possible when teachers
prioritize their role as a communicator. Both researchers documented that teachers’
intentional communication, along with data from ongoing assessments, can more easily
identify which academic interventions may best support the struggling reader and
students from families having limited access to economic resources.

Research-Based Reading Interventions

Students from families having limited access to economic resources and those
identified as struggling readers may become better readers with consistent engagement in
research-based reading interventions, or small-group learning sessions, focused on
missed or misunderstood skills. Three examples of research-based reading intervention
programs used at the target site of this qualitative study are Scholastic’s Read 180,

Guided Reading, and Istation. This review of this portion of the literature highlights each
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intervention program’s targeted group, philosophical approach, and relevant current
research, starting with Read 180.

Scholastic’s Read 180 program, was created to support struggling readers. What
Works Clearinghouse describes the targeted group for Read 180 as students who have
demonstrated reading proficiency at 2 or more years below grade level expectations (U.S.
Department of Education, What Works Clearinghouse, 2016). In a quasi-experimental
study conducted by Haines et al. (2018), the learning approach of Read 180 is described
as balanced literacy, which is based on the five essential components of effective reading
instruction (NICHHD, 2000), plus spelling and writing. Researchers of the quantitative
study used Read 180 as an intervention program for the purpose of