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Chapter 4

Characteristics of Effective Schools and Classrooms 

in the Teaching of Reading
“The key is to invest as much as possible in each child and expect results.”

Characteristics of Effective Schools in the Teaching of Reading

When considering reading achievement and effective instruction, we must recognize that the structure of the school as an organizational unit has been found to play an important role in providing the culture and climate that supports effective instruction and high achievement. Therefore, we begin this chapter with a review of schoolwide influences on the teaching of reading.

The Effective Schools Movement 

Since the 1970s, the effective schools movement has led researchers to identify and analyze procedures and practices that stimulate student achievement. Earlier research suggesting that schools were largely powerless to counter the effects of social background made socioeconomic status (SES) appear to be a greater predictor of academic growth than the efforts of educators.
 Despite diversity in methods and results, researchers in the effective schools movement shared a unifying belief that school- and classroom-level variables could influence students’ achievement. It was concluded, therefore, that by identifying such variables, schools could make changes that would increase educational equity for students in poverty.
 Characteristics of effective schools identified by researchers included:

· An emphasis on academics with accountability and frequent monitoring of student progress, 

· High expectations for the performance of all students, 

· A safe and orderly environment, and 

· Instructional leadership with a clearly defined school mission shared by school personnel and families.

Historically, high poverty has been identified as a factor correlated with lower achievement (note that these were correlational, NOT causal studies, which means the studies could not prove poverty caused lower achievement); however, “more than 20 years ago, Harvard educator and researcher Ron Edmonds asked, ‘How many effective schools would you have to see to be persuaded of the educability of poor children?’”

Despite the odds, over the years, researchers have identified high-achieving, high-poverty schools. A growing body of literature supports the position that all children can achieve, including students who have traditionally failed to reach established standards. For example, over 4500 high-poverty and high-minority schools with reading and/or math achievement in the top third of all schools in their state have been identified and the numbers are growing with data being collected in the American Institutes for Research database.
 (Note: Interstate comparisons cannot be made due to differences in achievement measures, standards, and diversity of demographics.)

High-Poverty Effective Schools and Reading 

Several studies have examined the characteristics of schools within high-poverty contexts that have been successful in supporting students’ reading achievement. For example, The Longitudinal Evaluation of School Change and Performance (LESCP) in Title I schools examined student achievement from third through fifth grade in 71 high-poverty schools. The study found:

· Most students did not catch up with peers in more affluent communities. 

· Active outreach to parents was associated with 50% greater growth.

· High teacher rating of their professional development in reading led to 20% greater growth
 in students’ reading achievement. 

(Limitations of this study included a lack of reported effect sizes and reliance on teacher self-report.) 

An earlier longitudinal study found evidence to support the claim that students at risk of academic failure could succeed and reach national norms,
 suggesting that schools that focused on primary grades instead of the full elementary-grade spectrum produced larger gains in achievement.
 The recommendation that focusing quality instruction on kindergarten and the primary grades is the single best weapon against reading failure was reiterated by Snow and her associates.
 

Other school-level factors in high-poverty schools that have been associated with higher academic performance include:

· Lower-than-average teacher and student mobility (schools and classrooms that do not meet the focus of this review), 

· Experienced principals, and 

· An orderly school environment.
 

Looking at school-based initiatives to teach reading to at-risk and delayed readers, Gaskins delineated four elements associated with improved student reading: 

· Meaningful, targeted, and ongoing professional development, 

· Quality instruction and support services, 

· Congruence between remedial and regular programs, and 

· Sufficient instructional time.


The Center for Improvement of Early Reading Achievement (CIERA) has conducted a number of studies in high-poverty schools that incorporate the effective schools research as a framework for analyzing reading achievement. Using the increasing data on high-achieving, high-poverty schools, researchers at CIERA studied 14 high-poverty schools. Other characteristics of participating schools included high mobility and significant number of students with limited English proficiency in half of the schools. Using structured interviews with principals and reading staff, classroom observations with a structured ecological data collection system, field notes, informal observations, and selected artifacts, the following recurring themes were identified across several separate school studies as school features associated with greater student growth in reading:

1. Schools emphasized putting students first to improve learning with less emphasis on a particular instructional approach. There was a collective sense of responsibility for all students. The schools reported that commitment and hard work focused on research-based practices at the school and classroom level were more critical factors to success than packaged programs.

2. Schools had strong building leadership with principals filling the role of instructional leaders, not just managers. Leadership that was highly collaborative and included teachers as leaders was also related to higher reading fluency and writing skills. There was a sense of high self-efficacy with experienced, knowledgeable staff. The level of trust and respect among the staff allowed room for risk-taking and innovation in meeting student needs and helping each other learn more about the art and science of teaching.

3. Strong teacher collaboration, communication, and collegiality were evident. 

4. The schools made professional development and innovation a priority in supporting teachers and their instruction. 

5. Systematic assessment of pupil progress was ongoing, with staff consistently using student performance data to improve learning. These data were the foundation for planning instruction.

6. Schools had strong, deliberate communication links to parents.

(Note: Many of these research endeavors also included an analysis of effective classroom practices, which will be described in the next section.)

Characteristics of Effective Classrooms in the Teaching of Reading

Schools can create communities that increase the likelihood that effective instruction and learning will occur; however, the point of actual instruction occurs in the classroom with the teacher (or in a supplemental program with a tutor or reading specialist). “Traditionally, low-achieving students have received predominantly skill-and-drill instruction. Higher order thinking strategies have been directed more often at the instruction of the more intellectually capable students.”
 This trend runs counter to findings such as those noted in a two-year study of 140 high-poverty first- through sixth-grade classrooms in 15 schools, 
 which found that effective instruction was associated with a greater emphasis on higher-order thinking than lower-level drill-and-practice.
 Other research suggests higher achievement is possible when reading and writing are integrated, students discuss what they read, teachers emphasize deep understanding rather than literal comprehension of texts, and reading occurs in context rather than relying on discrete skill instruction.

Research on effective teaching that studied the habits of exemplary teachers noted many parallels with the National Reading Panel’s call for a balanced reading program.
 As discussed in the previous section, CIERA researchers also looked at instructional practices at the classroom level. Specifically, CIERA studies applied the process-product approach of neobehaviorism to instruction to reading with its focus on direct instruction and mastery teaching
 and blended later work that looked beyond direct instruction with a greater emphasis on teacher thinking.
 While both approaches used similar strategies, the latter approach to direct instruction included more teacher modeling and overt description of processes employed during the reading process. 

In developing their studies, the researchers at CIERA considered the findings of earlier studies, such as the Center on English Learning & Achievement (CELA), which observed first-grade teachers in urban settings. The most effective teachers were identified based on reading and writing scores.
 These teachers “demonstrated instructional balance, focusing on both literature and skills. They taught decoding skills explicitly and also provided their students with many opportunities to engage in authentic, integrated reading and writing activities.”
  The most effective teachers also used scaffolding, developed self-regulation and self-monitoring strategies for students to take responsibility for their own learning, work quality, and work time. Furthermore, they established high expectations for students and were masters at classroom management, smoothly integrating consistent procedures and routines to enhance organization and efficiency. In comparison, the less effective teachers tended to focus on just skills or just whole language, or combined the two in disjointed ways. The following table compares the findings related to first-grade teacher behaviors across four studies spanning nearly three decades.

	Study/

Teacher Behaviors
	Stalling & Kaskowitz, 1974
	Anderson et al., 1979

	CELA,

1998 & 2001

	CIERA,

2000, 2002

	Spent more time in reading groups 
	X
	X
	X
	X

	Used intensive small-group instruction for lowest SES
	X
	X
	
	

	Engaged in more active instruction (students were less passive)
	
	X
	
	X

	Demonstrated strong classroom management/student engagement
	X
	X
	X
	X

	Followed up with students who provided incorrect responses to assist students in improving their answers; coaching vs. didactic response
	
	X
	X
	X

	Spent time in independent reading
	X
	
	X
	

	Strong home communication
	X
	
	X
	

	More higher-level comprehension questions
	X
	
	
	X

	Encouraged self-regulation/monitoring 
	
	
	X
	

	Explicit instruction and modeling of multiple strategies
	
	
	X
	X

	Frequent opportunities to read, write, and talk about text; emphasis on literacy as effective communication
	
	
	X
	X


Table 3. Effective First-Grade Reading Practices in High-Poverty Schools

The CIERA studies included first- through sixth-grade classrooms. As noted for first grade, effective teachers exhibited excellent classroom management, provided scaffolding to support new learning, balanced literacy instruction, asked higher-level questions, explicitly taught skills and strategies, and offered frequent opportunities to read, write, and talk about text. Additional findings regarding classroom characteristics and teacher behaviors are listed below. 

· Teachers used multiple reading programs in every classroom (e.g., Project READ and Reading Recovery); 

· Flexible grouping throughout the grades allowed students to move among groups based on changing needs and interests (such decisions were made jointly by staff who met frequently to discuss student needs, reflecting joint ownership and the ability to identify and solve problems); 

· There were extensive collections of trade books in the classrooms; and

· A variety of supplemental supports were available to students, including tutoring after school, summer programs, additional small-group instruction. Also, classrooms in several schools worked with local universities on collaborative projects related to reading.

The effectiveness of some classroom practices varied based on the grade level being taught. For example:

· For grades 2 through 6, achievement was higher when students had to respond actively and lower in classrooms where teachers tended to tell students information and involve them in recitation.

· Heavy reliance on phonics instruction was negatively related to reading growth in kindergarten and grades 2 and 3.

· A high level of phonemic awareness instruction was positively related to growth in phonemic segmentation and blending in kindergarten.

· In grades 4 through 6, coaching students in the use of word-recognition strategies during reading was positively related to student growth compared to telling students the word or simply saying, “Sound it out.” 

· Small-group instruction was positively related to growth in kindergarten and first grade whereas large-group instruction was positively related to reading growth in the upper-elementary grades (4-6).

The studies reviewed in this chapter highlight many general practices in schools and classrooms that support academic achievement and begin to target how these general practices influence reading instruction and learning. The next chapter will look more closely at the specifics of effective reading instruction that is likely to lead to student success.
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