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Abstract 

Early identification and intervention for struggling readers increased the likelihood of 

students identified as proficient; ultimately leading to future success.  The researcher 

sought to evaluate the Leveled Literacy Intervention (LLI) program in a Midwest urban 

school district, to help close the achievement gap between students’ reading levels and 

students reading on grade level.  The purpose of the study was to investigate the 

difference in STAR reading scaled scores between struggling 2nd grade students who 

received LLI and peers who did not receive LLI.  The researcher also examined the 

possible relationship between the increase in students’ literacy skills and fidelity of 

implementation of LLI.  Finally, the researcher examined the perception of LLI teachers 

and School Leadership Team (SLT) members on the implementation of LLI. The 

researcher selected a mixed-methods approach and analyzed qualitative and quantitative 

data, including LLI teacher survey data, LLI teacher and SLT member interview 

responses, fidelity of implementation tool, and pre- and post-STAR reading scaled scores 

to determine a possible increase in struggling students’ literacy skills.  The results of the 

study showed no statistical difference between the LLI students and the non-LLI 

students. Furthermore, the study indicated no relationship existed between student 

outcomes and fidelity of implementation.  However, the study revealed teachers who 

implemented LLI with fidelity, LLI teachers, and SLT members believed students’ 

literacy skills improved.  As a result, the researcher recommended further studies on the 

implementation of LLI in urban settings.  
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Chapter One: Introduction 

 At the time of this writing, students, educators, and policymakers were under 

tremendous pressure to demonstrate reading progress and success early in a child’s 

development.  Reading was described in the literature as a fundamental life skill; yet, 

many students lagged in reading development at an early age and schools struggled to 

provide the needed support for at-risk readers (Gergersen & MacIntyre, 2014).  Ritchie, 

Bates, and Plomin (2015) explained "early remediation of reading problems might aid not 

only the growth of literacy, but also more general cognitive abilities that are of critical 

importance across the lifespan” (p. 33). 

      Research indicated a high correlation between early literacy development and 

academic achievement, lower grade retention, higher graduation rates, and greater 

success in adult life (Dell-Antonia, 2012; Strickland & Riley-Ayers, 2006).  The National 

Research Council, a leading organization in reading, indicated 

 academic success . . . predicted with reasonable accuracy by knowing someone’s 

reading skill at the end of third grade.  A person who is not at least a modestly 

skilled reader by that time is unlikely to graduate from high school (1998, p. 21).   

In addition, Fiester and Smith noted, “reading proficiently by the end of third grade (as 

measured by NAEP at the beginning of fourth grade) can be a make-or-break benchmark 

in a child’s educational development” (as cited in Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2013b, p. 

9).  Early interventions allowed teachers to provide the support and teach the necessary 

skills students needed instead of waiting until the student enrolled in the upper grades 

where struggling students fell further behind academically and felt defeated and 

frustrated (Wanzek, Roberts, & Al Otaiba, 2013).  
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Background of the Study 

 Within the 15 years previous to this writing, No Child Left Behind (NCLB, 2002), 

emerged and the federal government held schools increasingly accountable for teaching, 

learning, and school improvement in reading.  Hence, schools spent a high rate of funds 

to increase student achievement.  During the 2013-2014 school year, public elementary 

and secondary education revenues totaled $632 billion (U.S. Department of Education, 

2017, para. 1), or on average $12,460 per student (U.S. Department of Education, 2016, 

p. 2).  Districts received funds for early intervention services through various sources, 

including:  Title I and Part B federal funds (Jenkins, Schiller, Blackorby, Thayer, & Tilly, 

2013), compensatory education state funds, special education funds, and private grants 

(Munson, n.d.).  

  According to the National Assessment of Educational Progress in Reading 

(NAEP, 2016), only 36% of fourth graders performed at or above the proficient level; 

while 64% of fourth graders performed below level (para. 1).  Drummond (2014) 

reported approximately 10 million U.S. students had problems learning to read, but with 

the proper early literacy intervention, about 90% conquered previous reading difficulties 

(para. 1).  Moreover, successful intervention programs assisted struggling readers and 

increased individual reading skills (Vernon-Feagans et al., 2012).  Since the passing of 

the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA, 2004), Response to Intervention 

(RTI) became the most widely recognized and implemented remediation model used in 

schools across America (Fuchs, Fuchs, & Compton, 2012; Jenkins, et al., 2013).  

  Schools across the United States implemented RTI programs to address the 

reading deficiencies of students (Denton et al., 2010; Hoover & Love, 2011).  As of 
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2008-2009, all 50 states provided some form of RTI support to schools, and 70% of 

sampled districts started implementing RTI in reading (Jenkins et al., 2013, p. 36).  RTI 

served as an intervention and assessment program to improve student academics and 

reduce undesirable behaviors through a multiple-level prevention system (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2010).  The National Center on Response to Intervention 

(2010) noted,  

       With RTI, schools use data to identify students at risk for poor learning outcomes,   

monitor student progress, provide evidence-based interventions and adjust the 

intensity and nature of those interventions depending on a student’s 

responsiveness, and identify students with learning disabilities or other 

disabilities.  (p. 2) 

  The then-current literature described Leveled Literacy Intervention (LLI) as an 

intensive, short-term, early literacy intervention program for grades K through three, and 

addressed the needs of struggling readers (Fountas & Pinnell, 2013).  LLI served as a 

supplement to classroom core reading instruction to improve the reading achievement of 

struggling students early; so, deficiencies did not turn into long-term deficits (Fountas & 

Pinnell, 2013).  Moreover, Fountas and Pinnell (2013) designed LLI as a Tier 2 and Tier 

3 intervention for RTI. 

Purpose of the Study 

  The purpose of this study was to determine a difference in STAR reading scaled 

scores among 2nd grade students with reading difficulties, who received LLI, and a like 

group of 2nd grade students with reading difficulties, who did not receive LLI.  The 

researcher also examined the perceptions of the LLI teachers and School Leadership 
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Team (SLT) members on the LLI program.  Additionally, the researcher conducted 

observations to determine fidelity of reading implementation.  The implications from the 

study provided the researched school district information on the implementation of LLI 

as an intervention program to possibly increase reading achievement among at risk 2nd 

grade students.  The researcher utilized the following types of data collection: secondary 

data (STAR reading scores), a Likert survey, interview responses, and observation 

score/notes. 

Rationale 

  Reading proficiency in the early grades was vital for future success in school and 

later in life (Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2013a; Lee & Jonson-Reid, 2016; Lesnick, 

George, Smithgall, & Gwynne, 2010; Workman, 2014).  Research indicated the 

significance of focusing on the early detection of weaknesses in reading, or the student 

could expect an unclear future of struggling, disappointment, and desperation (Jensen & 

Tuten, 2012).  The Annie E. Casey Foundation (2013a) “drew a link between failure to 

read proficiently by the end of third grade, ongoing academic difficulties in school, 

failure to graduate from high school on time and chances of succeeding economically 

later in life” (p. 3).  Students, unable to become fluent readers by the end of third grade 

had a difficult time catching up to peers (Hernandez, 2012; Lesnick et al., 2010).  In 

addition, students not reading proficiently by the end of third grade failed to graduate 

from high school on time or dropped out of school at a greater rate than proficient readers 

(Hernandez, 2012; Lesnick et al., 2010; Riccards, 2012).  Shippen, Houchins, Crites, 

Derzis, and Patterson (2010) stated, “One of the most common characteristics prison 

inmates typically share is unsuccessful educational experiences including dropping out of 
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school, repeating grades, and not gaining basic literacy skills” (p. 4).  “Twenty-five 

percent of young adults lack the basic literacy skills needed for a job” (Riccards, 2012, p. 

1).  Ngwudike (2010) stated, “Reading success by the fourth grade is a strong indicator of 

future economic prosperity of a nation, and the achievement of self-actualization” (p. 

658). 

  Despite the importance of reading skills, on the 2015 NAEP 4th grade reading 

assessment, only 36% of fourth-grade students scored at proficient level or above and 

69% scored at basic or above (National Assessment of Educational Progress [NAEP], 

2016, para. 8).  In the same year, the United States ranked 24th in reading out of the 72 

countries who participated in the Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) 

(Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development [OECD], 2015, p. 5).  

According to the Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary Education 

(MODESE, 2016a), 39.3% of Missouri third-grade students scored below the proficient 

level on the 2016 English Language Arts Missouri Assessment Program (MAP) (para. 3).  

The statistics reinforced Jensen & Tuten’s (2012) concern and called for action, as stated 

earlier. 

  The goal of the IDEA was to afford students with disabilities the same 

educational opportunity as students without disabilities (U.S. Department of Education, 

2013).  The reauthorization of the IDEA of 2004 changed how schools identified students 

for special education, expanded the focus on accountability for every student, created 

more versatility in services available, and established greater accountability on 

performance and results (Kasprzak et al., 2012; Shapiro, 2015).  To support districts in 

providing multi-tiered, research-based interventions, Part B of IDEA provided funds to 
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states and districts for the implementation of early intervention programs for students 

needing supplementary instruction, but not yet receiving special education services 

(Jenkins, el al., 2013). 

  IDEA (2004) paved the way for RTI and became the most well-known and used 

intervention systems in the United State (Fuchs et al., 2012; Jenkins et al., 2013).  A 

majority of schools, districts, and states implemented some component of RTI as a 

method to determine and address deficiencies in student learning (Cortiella & Horowitz; 

2014; Jenkins et al., 2013).  Price and Nelson (2013) noted the purpose of RTI was to 

assist at-risk learners by eliminating obstacles to learning.  Greulich et al. (2014) 

explained RTI as a prevention model, developed to provide interventions for students 

based on individual needs.  The essential components of RTI consisted of “universal 

screening, high-quality core instruction, progress monitoring, tiered interventions, 

collaborative data-based decision making, parent involvement, and administrative 

support” (Shapiro, 2012, p. 8).  Then-current research revealed RTI as a proven model for 

increasing reading skills of struggling readers (Greulich et al., 2014; Robinson, Bursuck, 

& Sinclair, 2013; White, Polly, & Audette, 2012). 

  Evidence revealed early intervention programs decreased the number of students 

with reading deficiencies (Partanen & Siegel, 2014).  Previous studies indicated students 

who received LLI made significant growth on the Gates-MacGinitie Reading Test 

(Harrison et al., 2008; Peterman, Grehan, Ross, Gallagher, & Dexter, 2009).  Further, 

researchers found students enrolled in LLI performed at a higher level, based on the 

Fountas and Pinnell Benchmark Assessment System.  However, the studies conducted 

took place in rural and suburban school districts. Therefore, Ransford-Kaldon et al. 
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(2013) conducted a similar study in an urban school district and found kindergarten 

through second grade students who received LLI progressed more on the Fountas and 

Pinnell Benchmark than the students who did not receive LLI.  However, the study found 

inconclusive results when comparing both groups’ STAR reading scores (Ransford-

Kaldon, 2013). 

  The researcher conducted the study in a large urban public-school district located 

in the Midwest.  In 2016-2017, the researched district decided to implement LLI in 

Kindergarten through third grade, as a pull-out reading intervention to help increase the 

reading level of struggling readers.  The researched school district utilized STAR reading 

scaled scores to measure the growth of students’ reading levels. 

Research Questions and Hypotheses 

  The researcher examined the following two hypotheses and two research 

questions: 

  Hypothesis 1:  There is a difference in the individual STAR reading scaled score 

gained in 2nd grade students with reading difficulties who participate in LLI and 2nd 

grade students with reading difficulties who do not participate in LLI, as measured by 

pre-and post-scores on STAR reading assessment.  

  Hypothesis 2:  There is a relationship in the mean STAR reading scaled score 

gain in 2nd grade students with reading difficulties and the fidelity of implementation 

mean observation score. 

  Research Question 1:  How do Leveled Literacy Intervention teachers perceive 

Leveled Literacy Intervention?  
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  Research Question 2:  How do SLT members perceive Leveled Literacy 

Intervention? 

Limitations 

  Limitations for this study consisted of characteristics outside the control of the 

researcher which could have influenced the outcomes of the study.  The study’s 

limitations included the number of LLI lessons students received, reading instruction 

received in regular classroom, and collection of data from surveys and interviews. 

  Fountas and Pinnell (2012) recommended students receive 18 weeks of 

intervention (para. 6).  One limitation to the study was all research participants did not 

receive the same number of LLI lessons, nor did all students receive 18 weeks of 

intervention.  Although the researcher’s original design included an 18-week period, the 

number of lessons varied due to student absences, teacher absences, the unavailability of 

students or teachers during LLI time, assessment windows, a delay in starting LLI, and 

holidays.  

  A second limitation to the study was the use of a purposive sample in which only 

the LLI teachers and SLT members participated in the survey and interview components, 

which resulted in a low response rate, the percentage of individuals who decided to 

participate in a survey (Johnson & Wislar, 2012).  According to Halbesleben and 

Whitman (2013), “Nonresponse bias is a systematic difference between those who 

respond and those who do not respond on a substantive construct measured by a survey” 

(p. 914).  If non-response bias occurred, Halbesleben and Whitman (2013) noted the 

conclusions one deducted from the data may not portray the population.  Therefore, 

response and non-response biases in a study created a study limitation (Johnson & 
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Wislar, 2012).  Furthermore, the data from the surveys and interviews were contingent 

upon the integrity of the participants’ responses to survey and interview questions. 

  The final limitation emerged from the reading instruction students received from 

the classroom teacher.  The school district provided the classroom teachers with the 

curriculum framework and scope and sequence for 2nd grade English Language Arts 

instruction.  Although the district established guidelines, schools and teachers had the 

autonomy to interpret the guide.  Therefore, implementation of the core reading 

instruction depended on the classroom teacher.  As suggested by Fountas and Pinnell 

(2012): 

If we are serious about high literacy achievement, then we must be certain that 

our classroom materials offer the richest learning opportunities possible, and our 

teachers are provided the opportunity to cultivate professional growth that 

supported them in delivering highly effective instruction. (p. 5) 

  In addition, teachers employed, at the researched school district, received a wide 

range of reading professional development specifically related to rigor in instruction and 

teacher classroom practices.  While the specific facets of instruction played a vital part in 

student achievement, the researcher was unable to account for all variables in the study.   

Definition of Terms 

  Academic achievement:  Performance outcomes indicated the degree in which a 

student accomplished goals based on activities in school (National Conference of State 

Legislatures, 2012). 

  Benchmark assessments:  Standardized assessments administered throughout the 

school year.  Educators used the assessments to gain information regarding changes in 
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students’ learning and to identify areas of students’ strengths and weaknesses to provide 

students with instruction needed to improve student outcomes (Konstantopoulos, Li, 

Miller & van der Ploeg, 2016). 

  Common Core State Standards:  A set of English language arts and mathematic 

standards students should master by the end of each grade level to be successful in 

college, career, and life (Common Core State Standards Initiatives [CCSSI], 2018). 

  Computer-Adaptive Testing:  A computer-based assessment adjusted by the 

level of difficulty on questions, based on student’s response.  If the response is correct, 

the following question will be harder; if the response is incorrect, the following question 

will be easier.  “Computer-adaptive tests represent an attempt to measure the abilities of 

individual students more precisely, while avoiding some of the issues often associated 

with the ‘one-size-fits-all’ nature of standardized tests” (Great Schools Partnership, 2014, 

para. 1). 

  Fidelity of implementation mean observation score:  Fidelity of 

implementation refers to the degree to which LLI was implemented as intended by 

Fountas and Pinnell (2011a, 2011b, 2013). For the purpose of the study, the Fidelity of 

Implementation Tool was used to rate the LLI teacher’s fidelity to the LLI program.  The 

LLI teachers were rated based on a four-point scale ranging from zero (No evidence) to 

four (Fidelity).  The mean observation score was calculated, resulting in a fidelity of 

implementation mean observation score between zero and four. 

  Fluency:  Words recognized rapidly so readers comprehend the text read. 

(National Institute of Child Health and Human Development [NICHD], 2000). 
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  Intervention:  Small group instruction to address specific academic concerns 

when a student is not performing on level from regular classroom instruction.  The 

intervention has a clear-cut number of sessions, frequency, and duration (Averill, Baker, 

& Rinaldi, 2014). 

  Leveled Literacy Intervention System:  An intervention program created by 

Fountas and Pinnell (2011a, 2013), designed to provide daily, small-group instruction, 

with the purpose of helping students who struggle with reading and writing.  Trained 

specialists taught the LLI scripted lessons and leveled text (Fountas & Pinnell Literacy, 

2017).   

  Missouri Learning Standards:  A set of student grade level skills in the state of 

Missouri. These standards follow the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) (Missouri 

Department of Elementary and Secondary Education [MODESE], 2016a).  

  Phonemic awareness:  The “ability to understand that spoken words are made up 

of separate units of sound that are blended together when words are pronounced” 

(NICHD, 2000, p. 4). 

  Phonics:  Established set of rules indicating the relationship between letters in the 

spelling of words and the sounds of spoken language (NICHD, 2000). 

  Progress monitoring:  A practice used to assess students’ academic performance 

or progress, to gauge the effectiveness of instruction, and to make informed instructional 

decisions using data (Hughes & Dexter, n.d.).  

  Reading comprehension:  The process a reader used to process text accurately 

by connecting the words read to information the reader already knows to understand the 

text (NICHD, 2000). 
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  Reading difficulties:  For the purpose of this study, a break down in the reading 

process, causing an inability for the student to read with ease.  

  Response to Intervention (RTI):  A three-tiered framework “uses data-based 

decision making that employs screening and progress monitoring data to prescribe 

supplementary interventions for students who do not respond to core instruction” 

(McInerney & Elledge, 2013, p. 3). 

  Scaled score:  The student’s raw score; the total number of correctly answered 

questions, converted to a standardized scale.  Scaled scores compared “student 

performance across grade levels” (Renaissance Learning, 2015, p. 121).  The STAR 

Reading scaled scores ranged from 0 to 1400. 

  School Leadership Team:  A group of educators who meet and discuss school 

issues with the purpose of increasing student achievement.  The SLT evaluated school 

performance data and classroom observation data to determine the needs of the school.  

For the purpose of this study, members of the SLT included the principal, assistant 

principal, and academic instructional coach within the research setting. 

  Standards:  A set of expectations, developed by states, for which students should 

be able to demonstrate proficiency, by the end of each grade (K-12), for each subject area 

to graduate from high school as students prepared for college, careers, and training 

programs (CCSSI, 2018). 

  STAR reading:  A computer-adaptive assessment tool used to screen and 

progress monitor reading skills for students in grades K-12 (Renaissance Learning, 

2015). 
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  Struggling reader:  For the purpose of this study, a student in need of intensive 

support to attain grade-level reading proficiency. 

  Vocabulary:  Words people need to understand to communicate with others 

(NICHD, 2000). 

Summary 

  The researcher aimed to close the gap found within the then-current literature by 

examining a difference between 2nd grade students with reading deficiencies receiving 

LLI and a like group of 2nd grade students receiving core reading instruction in an urban 

Midwest school district.  Consequently, the results proved useful to schools in 

determining the future of implementing LLI as a reading intervention during the RTI 

process.  

 Chapter One detailed the background and purpose, explained the rationale for this 

study, introduced hypotheses and research questions, described the limitations, and 

defined terminology.  Chapter Two provides a review of the literature on the historical 

background of reading, students at-risk of reading failure, reading interventions, RTI, 

LLI, Star Reading, and online assessment in reading.  Chapter Three describes the 

methodology, participants, and the data collection process, as well as the research tools 

used in the study.  Chapter Four discusses the statistical methods used in the study and 

presents the results of the data for the hypotheses and research questions; and finally, 

Chapter Five describes the key findings from the research, as well as conclusions and 

recommendations for future research. 
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Chapter Two: The Literature Review 

Introduction 

 The researcher examined the implementation of LLI in a large urban school 

district and the LLI teachers and SLT members’ perceptions of the program.  To gain a 

thorough understanding of the topic, the researcher conducted a comprehensive review of 

the literature on reading difficulties among struggling readers and early literacy 

intervention.  Chapter 2 provided an in-depth review of the existing literature about 

research and implications related to early literacy, key studies, and work of early 

childhood reading researchers.  The literature review included educational reform which 

influenced practices in public schools, early literacy strategies, components of reading, 

RTI, LLI, data-driven instruction, and high stakes testing. 

Educational Reform 

 For decades, federal and state policy makers introduced educational reforms 

intended to improve perceived educational inadequacies.  In 1965, President Lyndon 

Johnson, a former teacher, signed the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) 

because of increased poverty and inequity in the United States educational system (El 

Moussaoui, 2017).  The law considerably changed education and represented a landmark 

of federal government commitment to students’ equal opportunity and increased federal 

control and funding (Malin, Bragg, & Hackmann, 2017).  ESEA accomplished two 

essential objectives: allocated funds to disadvantaged students through Title 1 and 

provided grants to state education departments to build competency, resulting in an 

increase in federal involvement in education (Egalite, Fusarelli, & Fusarelli, 2017).  Since 

the enactment, the government reauthorized the ESEA eight times, including the No 
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Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (2002) and, most recently, as Every Student Succeeds Act 

(ESSA) of 2015; however, the goal remained the same: improved educational 

opportunities and academic achievement for all children.  

 No Child Left Behind.  Pressure from business and political leaders to formulate 

an accountability policy intensified in the 1980s after the released report A Nation at 

Risk, issued by the National Commission on Excellence in Education, indicated how 

American high school students underperformed on international tests (U.S. Department 

of Education, 1983).  In 2002, President George W. Bush reauthorized the ESEA and 

signed into law the NCLB Act; which transferred much of the decision-making and 

resource allocation from the states to the federal government and required states and 

school districts to meet federal adequate yearly progress (AYP) in reading and 

mathematics to maintain federal Title 1 funds (Dee, Jacob, & Schwartz, 2013; Editorial 

Projects in Education Research Center [EPERC], 2015; El Moussaoui, 2017; No Child 

Left Behind [NCLB], 2002; Pruitt & Bowers, 2014; Shanahan, 2014).  The purpose of 

NCLB was to increase student achievement, advance American competitiveness (Pruitt & 

Bowers, 2014), and decrease the achievement gap between low-income and minority 

students and more advantaged peers (EPERC, 2015).  Additionally, NCLB required all 

students to reach mastery in mathematics and reading by the year 2014 (Husband & 

Hunt, 2015; NCLB, 2002).  Failure of school districts not meeting AYP for two 

consecutive years or more led to strict consequences such as terminating staff, assuming 

control over the school boards, or closing schools all together (Biegel, Kim & Weiner, 

2016).  School districts met AYP by having proficient scores according to individual state 

standards and by disaggregated student population groups, which included race/ethnicity, 
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limited English proficient students, economically disadvantaged, and students with 

disabilities (Dee, et al., 2013; EPERC, 2015; NCLB, 2002; Pruitt & Bowers, 2014).  

After the passage of NCLB of 2001, high-stakes testing and a federally regulated 

framework of school accountability for continued failure to meet state accountability 

made it one of the most disputed federal reform policies in American educational history 

(Heck & Chang, 2017).  

 Although, NCLB, known for its unprecedented role of the federal government 

holding schools accountable for student achievement, included four key components 

(Husband & Hunt, 2015).  The law required states to submit an accountability plan, along 

with state annual assessments to the U.S. Department of Education. Further, NCLB 

mandated states to establish benchmark targets and review the advancement of schools 

and districts funded by Title 1 (Husband & Hunt, 2015; Shanahan, 2014).  A second key 

component of NCLB allowed states, school districts, and schools greater autonomy in 

spending federal dollars to address individual school improvement needs (Husband & 

Hunt, 2015).  A third component of NCLB provided parents of children in low-

performing schools the choice of attending a better performing school within the district 

or to a charter school (Husband & Hunt, 2015).  The last key component of NCLB 

stipulated teachers use ‘scientifically based research’ for all federally funded programs, 

Title 1 instruction and professional development (U.S. Department of Education, 2002).  

Over the past decade and a half, supporters and critics argued the outcomes of NCLB. 

 Supporters of NCLB.  NCLB was not perfect, yet not totally flawed either.  In 

hindsight, supporters credited NCLB with creating high-stakes test school accountability 

throughout the nation, emphasizing meeting end-of-year state performance targets, 
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decreasing achievement gaps amongst sub-groups, and developing school status by 

providing funds (Dee et al., 2013).  The results from the 2012 NAEP long-term trend 

assessments found 9- and 13- year old students made higher gains in reading and 

mathematics in 2012 than students the same age in the early 1970’s, but no significant 

growth in reading or mathematics of 17-year old students as seen in Figure 1 (Hatalsky & 

Johnson, 2015).  Although White students average reading scores remained higher than 

Black and Hispanic students in 2012, the White – Black and White – Hispanic academic 

reading gaps narrowed for the 9, 13 and 17-year-old students (National Center for 

Education Statistics [NCES], 2013, p. 2).  Additionally, the National Center for 

Education Statistics (NCES, 2013) reported, female students continued to outscore male 

students at age 9, 13, and 17; the reading score gap narrowed at age 9 in 2012 (p. 2).  The 

lack of consistent data caused considerable dispute amongst policymakers and educators 

concerning whether NCLB accomplished its goals (Dee et al., 2013; Pruitt & Bowers, 

2014). 

 Critics of NCLB.  Critics of NCLB complained teachers felt discredited and 

deprived of professional status (Husband & Hunt, 2015).  To comply with state and 

federal mandates, the focus on core scripted instructional programs increased and school 

districts discouraged teachers from adapting and modifying instruction to best meet 

students’ needs (Dewitz & Jones, 2013).  Low-income schools used these curricula more 

with the promise of increased student achievement on standardized assessments (Dewitz 

& Jones, 2013), yet little evidence showed shifting to fidelity of core instruction would 

increase student achievement or close the achievement gap between disadvantage 

students and more advantaged peers (Allington, 2013).   
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Figure 1. Trend in NAEP reading average scores for 9, 13, and 17-year-old students.  

Reprinted with permission from (Hatalsky & Johnson, 2015, para. 5). See Appendix A. 

  Under NCLB, schools evaluated teachers based on the ability to implement the 

core with fidelity and the percentage of students who scored proficient on state tests 

regardless of the progress those students showed during the school year (Afflerbach, 

2016).  Not only did school districts ignore teacher’s expertise, teachers shifted 

professional development from developing teacher competency as adaptive decision 

makers with deep knowledge of teaching and learning to implementing curricula with 

fidelity (Dennis, 2016).  Therefore, Husband and Hunt (2015) found NCLB precipitated 

more teachers to leave the field of education because the law caused the “devaluing [of] 

their professional knowledge base and skills” (p. 220) and threatened teachers’ 

professional discretion.  Dennis (2016) suggested, NCLB relied too much on the end-of-

year state assessment scores, resulting in punitive measures against teachers and students. 



LEVELED LITERACY INTERVENTION ANALYSIS                                               19 

 

 

 

 Curriculum publishers earned billions of dollars during NCLB era selling core 

curriculum and supplemental materials to schools across the nation (Dennis, 2016).  

Considering no one core program met the needs of all students; curricula failed many 

students, and generally the students who needed expert teaching the most suffered 

(Allington, 2013).  Additionally, Allington (2013) noted increased assessments mandated 

by NCLB yielded a negative outcome in the teaching and learning environment of 

students in high-poverty schools.  Likewise, teachers in low-income schools relinquished 

individual autonomy and professional identity (Husband & Hunt, 2015). 

 Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA).  On December 15, 2015, President Barack 

Obama signed Every Student Succeeds Act, the reauthorization of the 50-year-old ESEA 

a replacement to the predecessor, NCLB (Brenner, 2016, Dennis, 2016; Egalite et at., 

2017; Zinskie & Rea, 2016).  The ESSA renounced the excessive use of standardized 

testing and universal mandates for schools, ensured all students graduate from high 

school prepared for college and the workforce, and offered more children the opportunity 

to attend a quality state-funded preschool education (U.S. Department of Education, 

2018).  During the signing of the ESSA, President Obama stated, “this bill makes long-

overdue fixes to the last education law, replacing the one-size-fits-all approach.  It 

creates real partnerships between the states, which will have new flexibility to tailor 

their improvement plans, and the federal government” (The White House, 2015, para. 

15). 

 While not a total transformation from NCLB, ESSA allowed states more 

responsibility over education policy, particularly accountability assessments, and 

decreased government mandates (U.S. Department of Education, 2015; Zinskie, & Rea, 
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2016).  ESSA maintained NCLB’s mandate of states to annually test students in Grades 3 

to 8 and once in high school (Brenner, 2016; Egalite et al., 2017) and continued the 

requirement for school districts to report academic performance by demographic 

subgroups (ESSA, 2015).  In addition to the historically identified subgroups: 

race/ethnicity, socioeconomic status, disability, gender and English language learners, 

ESSA added three additional subgroups for reporting purposes only: homeless, students 

in foster care, and students with a parent in the military (Association for Supervision and 

Curriculum Development [ASCD], 2015; Zinskie, & Rea, 2016).  However, under the 

new law, states determined achievement goals (El Moussaoui, 2017).  In addition to 

academic performance, ESSA required states to use at least one other non-academic 

criterion such as individual student growth, attendance, high school graduation rates, 

school climate, student engagement, or any other indicator used to assess school or 

student success (ASCD, n.d.; Darling-Hammond et al., 2016; El Moussaoui, 2017; 

Egalite et al., 2017; Zinskie & Rea, 2016).  According to Cook-Harvey, Darling-

Hammond, Lam, Mercer, & Roc (2016), “Carefully chosen measures can help shine a 

light on poor learning conditions and other inequities” (p. v).  Furthermore, Elgart (2016) 

indicated multiple measures provided a more comprehensive perspective of schools and 

the students.  In contrast, Schanzenbach, Bauer, and Mumford (2016) questioned the use 

of social-emotional indicators to measure accountability considering assessment was 

normally based from a self-report inventory.  However, researchers reported non-

cognitive indicators such as attendance was a more conclusive and comparable way to 

measure school success (Schanzenbach, Bauer, & Mumford, 2016). 
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 ESSA ended the government’s involvement in determining and regulating teacher 

licensing, teacher evaluation systems and defining teacher effectiveness (ESSA, 2015).  

Most remarkably, ESSA no longer required states to create teacher evaluation systems 

based considerably on students’ test results, which was a key element of the ESEA 

federal flexibility waivers (Darling-Hammond et al., 2016; ESSA, 2015; U.S. Department 

of Education, 2018).  Prior to ESSA, government and school districts accentuated data 

compliance and data punishments; however, ESSA focused more on growth, not 

sanctions (Elgart, 2016).  O’Day and Smith (2016) also recommended school districts 

and schools not just focus on test results to reach end of the year state requirements; 

rather concentrate on steady progress.  

 ESSA expanded upon NCLB’s requirement of evidence-based interventions by 

broadening the limited scientifically based research design (Darling-Hammon et al., 

2016) and prescribed different kinds of research evidence approved when selecting an 

activity, strategy, or intervention devised for advancement (Darling-Hammon et al., 

2016).  Additionally, ESSA required states, school districts, and schools to choose 

evidence-based activities, strategies, or interventions (Zinskie & Rea, 2016).  Section 

8101(21) (A) of the ESSA defined an activity, strategy, or intervention as evidence-

based when there is evidence of “a statistically significant effect on improving student 

outcomes or other relevant outcomes based on strong evidence…. from an experimental 

study, moderate evidence…. from a quasi-experimental study, or promising evidence…. 

from a correlational study” (p. 290-291).  In addition, an evidence-based activity, 

strategy, or intervention has a “rationale based on high-quality research findings or 

positive evaluation…that is likely to improve student or other relevant outcomes and that 
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includes ongoing efforts to examine the effects of such activity, strategy, or intervention” 

(p. 291).  

Early Literacy 

 A report by the National Reading Panel (2000) categorized precursor 

competencies into five areas critical for reading instruction: phonemic awareness, 

phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension; which revived interest in proven 

practices for early literacy (Brown, 2014).  Ellery (2014) suggested students must 

develop all five components early to become competent and proficient readers later.  

Brown (2014) recommended students followed a sequence to learning how to read: print 

awareness to phonological and phonemic awareness to phonics and recognizing words.  

Stancel-Piatak, Mirazchiyski & Desa (2013) explained early literacy as stepping stones 

for future success in school.  

 In addition to the five components of reading skills needed for reading success, 

Cervette and Hiebert (2015) recommended adding knowledge development as a sixth 

component.  Researchers found readers with more knowledge of the subject matter of a 

text made less mistakes during oral reading and made higher quality miscues, without a 

change of meaning in the text, when errors occurred (Priebe, Keenan, & Miller, 2012).  

Developers of the Common Core Reading Standards (K-5) also identified foundational 

skills students needed to master and become proficient readers: print concepts, 

phonological awareness, phonics and word recognition, and fluency (National Governors 

Association Center for Best Practices & Council of Chief State School Officers [NGA & 

CCSSO], 2010a).  Although the Common Core Foundational Skills did not specifically 
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identify vocabulary and comprehension as a key component of reading instruction, the 

foundational skills became the focus of the CCSS (Brown, 2014).  

 Wanzek et al. (2013) noted, from kindergarten through third grade, students 

learned to read; while from third grade up, students read to learn.  Students unable to read 

at grade level fell further behind peers academically and continued to fall with each 

passing grade (Brown, 2014; Kaminski, Powell-Smith, Hommel, McMahon, & Aguayo, 

2015; Stancel-Piatak, Mirazchiyski, & Desa, 2013; Vagi, Collins, & Clark, 2017).  

Additionally, students proficient at reading by the third grade were more on track to 

graduate from high school (Hernandez, 2012).  Given the important role early literacy 

contributed to student’s academic success, policymakers focused and created policies 

connected to early literacy.  Many states mandated schools to retain students who did not 

demonstrate reading proficiency by the end of third grade (Jacob, 2016).  

 Gilbert et al. (2013) stressed the significance of early identification with students 

at risk for reading failure to provide early and pertinent intervention and to avoid 

additional reading deficiencies.  Students exposed early to print and literacy skills 

benefited academically in the future and developed as proficient readers (Sparks, Patton, 

& Murdoch, 2014).  Similarly, Wanzek, Roberts, Otaiba, and Kent (2014) noted for many 

kindergarten students at risk of reading failure, quality, and early reading instruction 

improved reading achievement led them on a positive reading path. 

The Essential Components of Reading 

 In 1997, the National Reading Panel (NRP), convened by the U.S. Congress to 

evaluate the efficacy of different methods to teaching students to read and published a 

report in 2000 with the panel’s conclusions pertinent to reading development and 
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instruction (NICHD, 2000).  In the final report, the NRP identified five critical 

components essential to reading instruction: phonemic awareness, phonics, vocabulary, 

fluency, and comprehension (NICHD, 2000).  The NRP’s research and findings remained 

widely accepted as crucial areas for reading instruction (Cassidy, Valadez, & Garrett, 

2010) and continued to be necessary skills for readers to master (Calkins, Ehrenworth, & 

Lehman, 2012).  The NCLB and Reading First initiative incorporated the five essential 

reading components  

 Phonemic Awareness.  Educational researchers described reading in the 

literature as an intricate and multifaceted process.  Research indicted many students 

struggled with learning to read because of the complexity of phonemic awareness 

(National Early Literacy Panel [NELP], 2008; NICHD, 2000; Shanahan & Lonigan, 

2013).  Phonemic awareness, a sub-skill of phonological awareness, referred as the 

ability to discriminate the smallest unit of sound in language, was the foundation for 

identifying printed words (Brown, 2014; Del Campo, Buchanan, Abbott, & Berninger, 

2014; Kenner, Terry, Friehling, & Namy, 2017; Stanovich, 2000).  Ehri, Nunes, Stahl, 

and Willows (2001) described phonemic awareness as a component of phonological 

awareness and the ability to recognize individual sounds, identify and manipulate 

phonemes.  Brown (2014) stressed students who struggled with discriminating phonemes 

of spoken language will have difficulty when relating phonemes to graphemes, a letter or 

a group of letters representing a sound, in written language.  

 Over the past forty years, researchers agreed phonemic awareness was the 

strongest predictor of decoding words, word recognition, and comprehension (Del 

Campo, Buchanan, Abbott, & Berninger, 2014; Kenner et al., 2017; Melby-Lervag, 
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Lyster, & Hulme, 2012; NELP, 2009; NICHD, 2000; Shanahan & Lonigan, 2013).  

According to the research conducted by the National Institute of Child Health and Human 

Development (2003) and the National Reading Panel (2000), students learned phonemic 

awareness more successfully when instruction was based on manipulating only one or 

two types of phonemes and when taught to manipulate phonemes by using the letters of 

the alphabet.  Moreover, the National Reading Panel (2000) identified six tasks used to 

teach student’s phonemic awareness: isolation, categorization, identity, blending, 

deletion, and segmentation.  Students became better readers from teachers trained to 

understand how students developed phonemic awareness and were intentional about 

which phonemic awareness skills to teach, and in what order (Carson, Gillon, & 

Boustead, 2013; Vesay & Gischlar, 2013).  Callaghan and Madelaine (2012) noted 

schools must provide preschoolers early intervention and deliberate instruction in 

phonemic awareness to start kindergarten with the reading skills needed to likely become 

a successful reader.  

 Phonics.  The National Reading Panel Report (2000) noted the importance of 

phonics instruction for the development of early reading.  Scarborough and Brady (2002) 

defined phonics as “an approach to, or type of, reading instruction intended to promote 

the discovery of the alphabetic principle, the correspondences between phonemes and 

graphemes, and phonological decoding” (p. 20).  Brown (2014) described phonics as the 

understanding of the link between sounds and print letters and recognized phonics as the 

onset of conventional reading. 

 Phonics instruction, designed for beginning readers in early literacy development 

and students struggling to learn how to read, varied in the instructional approach 
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(NICHD, 2000).  Similarly, many researchers agreed phonics instruction taught students 

the alphabetic writing process, fundamental for reading and spelling (Ehri, 2014; Rayner, 

Foorman, Perfetti, Pesetsky, & Seidenberg, 2001).  According to Ehri (2005), phonics 

and word study described strategies used to improve student’s skill to recognize words 

and decode text.  The primary focus of phonics instruction was to teach students the 

relationship between letters and sounds, how to master the written language by 

understanding the letters of the alphabet which symbolized oral language in writing, how 

to identify words automatically, and the process of blending sounds to read and chunk 

words into sounds (NICHD, 2000).  In a like manner, Armbruster, Lehr, and Osborn 

(2003) added understanding the relationships between letters and sounds assisted students 

in quickly recognizing familiar words and decoding new words. 

 According to Brady (2011), phonics instruction varied among several elements, 

including the extent of explicitness, generality, and intensity.  Synthetic phonics 

programs taught students letter-sound correspondence and blending techniques (Bowey, 

2006; NICHD, 2000).  Price-Mohr and Price (2017) suggested synthetic phonics was a 

step-by-step evaluation of words instead of whole word recognition and probably more 

appropriate for students who used analytical strategies.  The National Reading Panel 

(2000) concluded synthetic phonics programs and other systematic phonics approaches 

were “significantly more effective than non-phonics approaches in promoting substantial 

growth in reading” (p. 93).  In contrast, with analytic phonics students identified the 

whole words and then broke the words down to analyze and compare components of the 

word to letter-sound correspondence, onsets and rimes, and phonemes (NICHD, 2000; 

Wyse & Styles, 2007) time to practice examining the spelling of words.  A study 
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conducted by Johnston and Watson (2004) found the synthetic phonics groups out-

performed the analytic phonics group, despite the students in the synthetic phonics group 

were from more disadvantaged backgrounds. 

 Fluency.  Research described decoding and fluency skills as necessary 

foundational components for vocabulary and comprehension (Knight-McKenna, 2008; 

Pikulski & Chard, 2005; Whitaker, Harvey, Hassell, Linder, & Tutterrow, 2006).  

Rasinski, Blachowicz, and Lems (2012) described fluency as recognizing words 

expeditiously and correctly, as well as using phrasing, intonation and expression to sound 

like naturally spoken language.  In other words, Tompkins (2010) defined fluency as 

“reading smoothly, quickly, and with expression” (p. 146).  Previous researchers 

understood fluency to mean rapid word recognition and allowed fluent readers to focus 

less on word recognition and more effort on comprehending the text (Learning Point 

Associates, 2004).  Whereas, later studies of fluency (Hooks & Jones, 2002; Rasinski, 

1990; Rasinski, Blachowiez, & Lems, 2012) broadened the understanding by noting 

fluency also involved chunking groups of words within a sentence into meaningful 

phrases to comprehend the text. 

 Similarly, Brown (2014) identified fluency as the “bridge” connecting decoding 

and comprehension.  The National Reading Panel’s Report explained the relationship 

between fluency and comprehension, “for the non-fluent reader, difficulty with word 

recongnition slows down the process and takes up valuable resources that are necessary 

for comprehension.  Reading becomes a slow, labor-intensive process that only fitfully 

results in understanding” (2000, p. 3-8). 
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 Garwood, Ciullo, and Brunsting (2017) indicated, fluency contributed to reading 

comprehension because students capable of reading fluently spent less time decoding 

unknown words.  Numerous studies documented reading fluency as a predictor of reading 

comprehension and emphasized the importance of tracking student’s fluency skills 

(Abbott, Wills, Miller, & Kaufman, 2012; Fuchs et al., 2001; Klauda & Guthrie, 2008; 

Kim, Petscher, Schatschneider, & Foorman, 2010; Li & Wu, 2015; Neddenriep, Fritz, & 

Carrier, 2011; Wise et al., 2010).  Although researchers have agreed the development of 

fluency in early readers contribute to comprehension, research also has shown a strong 

correlation between fluency and comprehension in students in upper-elementary and 

secondary grades (Paige, Rasinski, & Magpuri-Lavell, 2012; Rasinski, Rikli, & Johnston, 

2009). 

 Vocabulary.  The National Reading Panel (2000) identified vocabulary as 

necessary skills students needed to enhance reading achievement.  Muter, Hulme, 

Snowling, and Stevenson (2004) defined vocabulary as “the ability to understand the 

meanings of individual words” (p. 665).  Armbruster, Lehr, and Osborn (2001) described 

reading vocabulary as words one recognized or used in text.  Furthermore, Thompkins 

(2010) noted vocabulary as “knowing the meaning of words that influences 

comprehension, because it is difficult to understand when the words being read do not 

make sense” (p. 146).  The Learning Point Associates (2014) identified listening, 

speaking, reading, and writing as four types of vocabulary; while listening and speaking 

vocabularies were commonly known collectively as oral vocabulary. 

 Kamil et al. (2008) and Loftus and Coyne (2013) agreed both oral and written 

vocabulary knowledge was critical for students’ academic success and vocabulary 
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development needed to increase with time to ensure students comprehended more 

complex text.  Weiser (2013) noted vocabulary knowledge helped activate and build 

background knowledge, improved fluency and reading comprehension, increased writing 

skills, and developed knowledge of unknown word meanings based on root words, 

suffixes, prefixes, and word families.  Vocabulary played a significant part in 

comprehension, word recognition, and for students reading to learn as well as learning to 

read (Learning Point Associates, 2014).  Additionally, Nagy and Scott (2000) believed 

students must understand the meanings of words read to learn from reading.  

 Based on its extensive review of reading research, The National Reading Panel 

(2000) recommended teachers teach vocabulary to students both directly and indirectly.  

Direct vocabulary instruction included teaching new words by providing students with 

precise definitions and practical examples and nonexamples prior to reading the text; 

whereas indirect vocabulary instruction comprised of teaching word-learning strategies to 

help students learn how to infer word meanings from the context independently (Learning 

Point Associates, 2014; NICHD, 2000; Weiser, 2013).  While directly teaching 

vocabulary was described as critical, teachers grappled with identifying which 

vocabulary words to teach, given the vast amount of words in the English language 

(Beck, McKeown, & Kucan, 2013).  Khamesipour (2015) agreed both direct and indirect 

vocabulary instruction increased student vocabulary and only teaching vocabulary 

explicitly did not improve student vocabulary.  Damhius, Segers, and Verhoeven (2014) 

concurred both direct and indirect vocabulary instruction increased vocabulary 

knowledge; however, believed direct instruction alone improved vocabulary 

development. 
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 Comprehension.  Although researchers and educators used the term 

comprehension in numerous ways, many agreed reading comprehension developed from 

a logical mental representation of the text (Hall & Barnes, 2017).  In the mental 

representation, readers successfully connected words and ideas from the text based on 

both the author’s text and the reader’s background knowledge (Armbruster, Lehr, & 

Osborn, 2001; Learning Point Associates, 2014; Tompkins, 2010).  According to Vaugh 

and Swanson (2015), reading comprehension depended on readers knowing words in the 

text, content of the text, and the ability to make meaningful inferences of the text.  Hall 

and Barnes (2017) noted, readers made inferences by determining relevant connections 

between information stately directly in the text and between information directly stated in 

the text and the background knowledge of the reader. 

 Comprehension required multiple skills developed simultaneously (Cutting & 

Scarborough, 2006; Vellutino, Tunmer, Jaccard, & Chen, 2007) such as decoding (Christ 

& Wang, 2010), vocabulary (Christ & Wang, 2010; Verhoeven & van Leeuwe, 2008), 

and syntactic and semantic processing (Cutting & Scarborough, 2006, Oakhill & Cain, 

2011; Torgesen, 2002).  The National Reading Panel (2000) reported reading 

comprehension was a complex process in which readers needed to clearly understand the 

vocabulary in the text to comprehend the text read.  In addition, reading comprehension 

was depended upon higher-level mastery functions (Cain, 2006; Christopher et al., 2012), 

in which working memory served as the main predictor in children (Cain, Oakhill, & 

Bryant, 2004). 

 The main goal of reading instruction was comprehension (Learning Point 

Association, 2014).  Hattie (2009) examined 138 different influences on student 
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achievement and ranked comprehension programs as number 28 with an effect size of d = 

0.58 (p. 297).  Teachers found teaching text structure, asking rigorous questions, and 

teaching academic vocabulary words increased students’ reading comprehension 

(Vaughn & Swanson, 2015).  Individuals within the research literature found when 

teachers used explicit instruction, which included demonstrating, explaining, modeling, 

and guided practice in teaching students how to comprehend a text, students’ reading 

comprehension improved (Butler, Urrutia, Buenger, & Hunt, 2010; Cantrell, Almasi, 

Carter, Rintamaa, & Madden 2010; Gregory & Cahill, 2010; Mahdavi & Tensfeldt, 2013; 

NICHD, 2000).  Studies by Guthrie et al. (2004) and Van Keer and Verhaeghe (2005) 

found teachers who used several instructional strategies developed more strategic readers 

and increased students’ reading comprehension.  

 With the adoption of the CCSS (2018), research-based comprehension strategies 

became a crucial component of reading instruction in schools across the United States 

(Kuhn, Rausch, McCarty, Montgomery, & Rule, 2015).  Moreover, vocabulary and 

comprehension were the central focus of the College and Career Readiness Anchor 

Standards and the grade-specific K-12 CCSS (2018) standards, therefore, integrated 

across the four Common Core strands: Reading, Writing, Speaking and Listening, and 

Language (Brown, 2014).  Correia (2011) noted, by integrating informational text in the 

early grades, students built the foundation for the comprehension skills needed to meet 

the CCSS (2018) and helped students to develop the literacy skills needed to comprehend 

more complex nonfiction text in later grades.  The CCSS expected students to “read and 

comprehend complex literary and informational texts independently and proficiently” 

(CCSSI, 2018, para. 11), “make logical inferences”, and “cite specific textural 
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evidence…to support conclusions drawn from the text” (CCSSI, 2018, para. 2).  In other 

words, the CCSS expected students to make both text-connecting and knowledge-based 

inferences to identify cause and effect, draw conclusions, and infer significant 

relationships from the text (Hall & Barnes, 2017). 

Proven Strategies 

 Wayman, Spring, Lemke, and Lehr (2012), identified the following 12 primary 

strategies administrators used during data meetings to inform instruction in schools; (1) 

ask the right questions; (2) communication; (3) data system support; (4) distributing 

leadership; (5) engaging in personal learning opportunities; (6) ensuring adequate 

professional learning opportunities; (7) facilitating collaboration around data; (8) focus 

data on larger context; (9) fostering common understanding; (10) goal-setting; (11) 

modeling data use and (12) structuring time to use data (p. 37).  However, results 

indicated schools frequently only used four of the strategies in the study: (1) focus data 

on larger context; (2) facilitating collaboration around data (3) distributing leadership and 

(4) fostering common understanding (Wayman, Spring, Lemke, & Lehr, 2012, p. 39).  

 Research described data as useful when educators looked at the student as a whole 

and focused on multiple data measures, such as teacher observation, multiple formal 

assessment results, grades, and disciplinary data (Anderson, Leithwood, & Strauss, 

2010).  Many educators have mistaken that data informed decision making equates to 

how to improve test results, rather than how to use several pieces of data to decide how to 

best address the needs of each student (Jimerson & McGhee, 2013).  Wayman et al. 

(2012) found triangulating data helpful in putting high-stake test results in context to 

provide better information around instructional practice.  Marsh, McCombs, and 
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Martorell (2010) noted, by allowing support staff to help teachers in developing lessons 

and common assessments, teachers concentrated on the larger context when analyzing 

data.  

 Many studies found the value of collaboration to analyze and understand student 

data to improve teacher practice and increase student achievement (Baker & Jakicic 

2012; Lewis, Madison-Harris, Muoneke, & Times, 2010; Richardson, 2011; Thessin, & 

Starr, 2011; VanWinkle, Vezzu, & Zapata-Rivera, 2011; Wayman, Jimerson, & Cho, 

2010).  DuFour and Fullan (2013) explained, collaboration transpired when educators 

perceived each could share strengths and weaknesses within the classroom among peers 

and administrators.  Numerous schools implemented Professional Learning Communities 

(PLCs) as a means of supporting teachers in analyzing data and increasing student 

learning as a result of the federal accountability mandates (Thessin, 2015).  Nussbaum-

Beach and Ritter Hall (2012) defined PLCs as " teachers and administrators who learn 

together with the goal of improving student achievement" (p. 29).  Research indicated 

teachers who participated in PLCs believed the school was more successful due to team 

work rather than when each worked in isolation (DuFour, DuFour., Eaker, & Many, 

2010).  Thessin and Starr (2011), found high-stake assessment scores increased when 

teachers collaborated to analyze data, developed common assessments, reviewed student 

work, progressed and shared best-practices during PLCs. To implement PLCs in a school, 

administrators needed to provide an allotment of time for educators to collaborate (Baker 

& Jakicic, 2012; DuFour et al., 2010).  Wayman, Jimerson, and Cho (2010) and Unger 

(2013) suggested, administrators should regularly schedule a structured time for staff to 

collaborate to analyze student data and implement protocols for time spent.  
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 Distributed leadership consisted of administrators using educators in the school to 

help support teaching and learning.  Hulpia, Devos, and Van Keer (2010), described 

distributed leadership as a shared process in an organized system that welcomes 

individual's skills and draws upon them to bolster the institution.  Hulpia et al. (2010), 

also noted when administrators transferred control and responsibility to other staff who 

were in touch with the everyday experiences in the school, not only did student 

achievement increase, but the commitment of the staff also increased.  Kennedy, Deuel, 

Nelson, and Slavit (2011) noted distributed leadership along with PLCs increased 

teacher's shared accountability for improving student achievement and increased teacher 

skills and knowledge.  According to DuFour (2012), school districts who implemented 

PLCs established a guiding coalition of key support staff to assist with implementation. 

 Wayman et al. (2010) indicated administrators who distributed leadership to 

support teachers, used data efficiently and increased student learning.  Furthermore, 

research revealed administrators who distributed leadership by using data coaches, 

instructional coaches, or other support staff to support and assist teachers in examining 

multiple measures of student data, understanding student data, implemented effective 

instructional practices, and facilitated discussion (Carlisle & Berebitsky, 2011; Coburn & 

Woulfin, 2012; Kruse & Zimmersman, 2012).  Research suggested administrators should 

set the tone for how to analyze data and should have a shared understanding with teachers 

about how data improved teaching and learning (U.S. Department of Education, 2010; 

Wayman et al., 2012).  Establishing intentional and explicit common understanding 

proved to simplify the work of data use, helped teachers learn from one another, and 

facilitated a productive collaboration (Wayman et al. 2012).  Administrators who created 
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common understanding by establishing collaborative time to examine data (Van den 

Bossche, Wjselaers, Segers, Woltjer, & Kirschner, 2011) and developed a "shared mental 

model" for analyzing data to increase instructional practice and student achievement 

(Wayman et al., 2012, p. 9).  DuFour (2012) noted school districts who successfully 

implemented PLCs created a shared knowledge about the rationalization for data 

analysis. 

Response to Intervention 

 The IDEA, enacted by Congress in 1975, guaranteed every child with a disability 

a free and appropriate public education (FAPE) (Steinberg, 2013).  Traditionally, schools 

used the IQ-achievement discrepancy model to identify students with specific learning 

disabilities (Al Otaiba, Wagner, & Miller, 2014; Bineham, Shelby, Pazey, & Yates, 

2014), which led to substantial growth in the special education population (Steinberg, 

2013).  Schools estimated the student’s potential for learning based on an individually-

administered IQ test and an achievement test to measure a possible discrepancy 

(Chandler, 2014).  Using the IQ-achievement discrepancy model, educators identified 

students with specific learning disabilities by determining if there was a significant 

discrepancy between the IQ test and achievement test (Grapin & Kranzler, 2018).  

Vanderheyden, Kovaleski, Shapiro, and Painter (2014) explained in the IQ-achievement 

discrepancy model; “a student with a learning disability is viewed as someone who has 

the potential and ability to perform at or above grade level, but is failing to do so, despite 

all customary efforts to teach such students” (p. 229).  Consequently, the IQ-achievement 

discrepancy model became recognized as the “wait to fail” approach (Al Otaiba et al., 

2014, p. 129; Chandler, 2014, p. 2; Colker, 2013, p. 614), in which students received 
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support after years of struggling as a developing learner (Al Otaiba et al., 2014; Chandler, 

2014).  While educators had to wait until a student’s achievement dropped low enough to 

reach a significant discrepancy, students had lost crucial time for learning (Chandler, 

2014).  Researchers long determined IQ scores were a poor indicator of student 

achievement, as well as a method to identify students with specific learning disability 

(Vanderheyden et al., 2014).  Despite the many critics of the IQ achievement discrepancy 

model (Al Otaiba et al., 2014; Bineham et al., 2014), as recent as 2013, many states still 

permitted schools to use the method for identifying students with specific learning 

disabilities (Maki, Floyd, & Roberson, 2015).  The “wait to fail” approach created a vast 

number of students misidentified as needing special education supports and an 

overrepresented number of minority students misdiagnosed with a learning disability 

(Hannigan & Hannigan, 2017, p. 2).  

 The reauthorization of IDEA in 2004 officially introduced the term RTI to the 

public as an alternative to the traditional discrepancy model in identifying LD students 

(Arden, Gandhi, Edmonds, & Danielson, 2017; Bineham et al., 2014; Chandler, 2014).  

The guiding principles for the reauthorization of IDEA, 2004, consisted of accountability 

for all students, differentiated intervention services, and more accountability for school 

and district-level test results (Shapiro, 2015).  Following the mandates of IDEA 2004, 

guidelines emerged from state education departments based on multiple comprehensive 

studies, which indicated, in the regular classroom students learned when provided 

differentiated teaching strategies, skilled-based instruction, and research-based 

curriculum (Price & Nelson, 2013; Steinberg, 2013).  IDEA 2004 required schools to 

provide explicit instruction in reading, including the five essential components of 
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reading: phonemic awareness, phonics, reading fluency, vocabulary development, and 

reading comprehension strategies prior to identifying students eligible for special 

education (American Academy of Special Education Professionals [AASEP], 2018).  

Furthermore, the reauthorization of IDEA (2004) allowed schools to utilize RTI to 

prevent and identify reading disabilities (Al Otaiba et al., 2014; Beach & O’Connor, 

2015; Hauerwas, Brown, & Scott, 2013).  By 2006, all 50 states issued regulations 

inclusive of RTI for the identification of specific learning disabilities in the local school 

districts (Hauerwas et al., 2013).  A recent study by Hauerwas, Brown, & Scott (2013) 

examined the RTI process in the identification of students with specific learning 

disabilities among all 50 states and found 17 states mandated RTI data, eight states 

banned the use of the IQ-achievement discrepancy model, and six states required districts 

to submit RTI procedures prior to its implementation (p. 108). 

 Dougherty Stahl, Keane, and Simic (2013) stated, “Most conceptualizations of 

RTI incorporate three common components: (a) multiple tiers of instruction, (b) 

evidence-based instruction, and (c) systemic collaboration and coordination of 

schoolwide resources” (p. 2).  According to the Center on Response to Intervention 

(2014), RTI provided a way in which “schools identify students at risk for poor learning 

outcomes, monitor student progress, provide evidence-based interventions, and adjust the 

intensity and nature of those interventions depending on a student’s responsiveness, and 

identify students with learning disabilities or other disabilities” (p. 7).  Al Otaiba, 

Wanzek, and Yavanoff (2015) also stressed RTI provided a method for early intervention 

to struggling students, and established a more accurate, proactive approach to identify 

students with a LD.  Jenkins, et al., (2013) connected the purpose of RTI to special 
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education by depicting it as “a multistep approach to providing early and progressively 

intensive intervention and monitoring within general education for purposes of improving 

achievement outcomes and accurately identifying students with learning disabilities” (p. 

36). 

 History.  Techniques used among RTI schools dated back more than 30 years.  In 

the late 1970’s and early 80’s, Deno and Mirkin’s (1977) work indicated succinct, 

recurrent evaluations of students in special education used by educators to inform 

Individual Education Plans (IEPs).  Around the same time, a leader in special education, 

Bloom (1981) found by using formative assessments to adapt curriculum and instruction, 

student’s academic achievement dramatically increased.  Early in the 1990’s, researchers 

developed the three-tier structure, generally depicted with a pyramid, while searching for 

methods to deal with student behavior concerns in the regular classroom setting 

(Renaissance Learning, 2016).  Black and William (1998) noted how using data from 

assessments to determine goals and establish intervention plans increased student 

performance and especially decreased the achievement gaps amongst subgroups.  

 While disagreement around the origin of RTI existed, many traced the origin of 

RTI in education to findings and conclusions synthesized in a National Research Council 

report (Heller, Holtzman, & Messick 1982), which proposed the validity of the special 

education categorization system according to three criteria: “(a) the quality of the general 

education program, (b) the value of the special education program in producing important 

outcomes for students, and (c) the accuracy and meaningfulness of the assessment 

process in the identification of disability” (Gresham, 2007, p.11).  In early 2000, the U.S. 

Department of Education’s Office of Education Programs deliberated ways to identify 
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learning disabilities (LD), in conjunction with the new approach called response to 

intervention (Arden et al., 2017).  The endorsement for the summit transpired based on 

well recorded concerns about the psychometric characteristics of assessments generally 

used to diagnose students with LD, increased number of students identified with LD, 

inequitable number of minority students identified with LD, and the irregular and 

frequent inadequate quality of special education services (Zumeta, Zirkel, & Danielson, 

2014).  During the summit, stakeholders examined RTI as an up-and-coming option to 

identifying students with LD because of the focus on providing increasingly intensive, 

research-based instruction based on the student’s response to formative assessments 

(Arden et al. 2017).  In short, no single individual or report received credit for the 

conception of the RTI framework.  Crawford (2014) noted, the fundamental principles of 

RTI represented a compilation of more than 50 years of research from several scientists 

and practitioners (Johnson & Street, 2013). 

 Early Intervention.  Considerable amounts of research documented the 

importance of early detection of students at risk for reading disabilities and providing 

intervention to prevent the development of academic difficulties (Catts, Nielsen, Bridges, 

& Liu, 2016; Kieffer & Vukovic, 2013; Weddle, Spencer, Kajan, & Petersen, 2016), 

especially with students in early elementary school (Scholin, Haegele, & Burns, 2013).  

An essential component of RTI, identified struggling students and provided early 

intervention at the onset of academic difficulties (Beach & O’Connor, 2015; Bineham et 

al., 2014; McDaniel, Albritton, & Roach, 2013; Werts, Carpenter, & Fewell, 2014).  

Hughes and Dexter (n.d.) noted, early intervention increased the chance of struggling 

students to develop sufficient academic proficiency. 
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 Turse & Albrecht (2015) along with Hall & Mahoney (2013) believed for 

struggling students to succeed, early identification and intervention must take place.  

Likewise, Regan, Berkeley, Hughes, and Brady (2015) noted the importance of 

identifying and providing support to students with academic difficulties during the early 

grades of a student’s education.  Al Otaiba, Wagner, and Miller (2014) concluded 

determining students needing the most intensive intervention can take place at the 

beginning of first grade.  Students showed positive academic outcomes when 

interventions began immediately upon identification and implemented with fidelity to 

prevent learning difficulties to become greater (ASSEP, 2017.; NSCL, 2018).  Under the 

Early Intervening Services (EIS), IDEA (2004) allowed school districts to use up to 15 

percent of federal IDEA funds to provide early intervention for students with academic or 

behavior difficulties but not yet identified with learning disabilities, to alleviate over 

identification and needless referrals (ASSEP, 2017).  

 Components of RTI.  The RTI multi-tiered model provided research-based 

intervention instruction to at-risk students at progressively higher levels of intensity to 

facilitate learning (AASEP, 2018; Al Otabiba et al., 2014; Martin, 2015).  Sharp, Sanders, 

Noltemeyer, Hoffman, and Boone (2016) noted the quantity and type of services a 

student received corresponded to the extent of support needed to succeed.  The RTI 

model moved at-risk students through a sequence of interventions to identify areas of 

academic weakness (Bineham et al., 2014).  Classroom teachers differentiated core 

instruction during Tier 1 to all students in the classroom for most students to achieve 

proficiency level (Averill et al., 2014).   
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Figure 2. Graphic representation of RTI model. Adopted and reprinted with permission 

from Guilford practical intervention in the schools: RTI approach to evaluating learning 

disabilities, by Kovaleski et al. (2013), p. 24. See Appendix B. 

 Tier 2 consisted of students not meeting proficiency and were at some risk of 

academic failure but not considered at a high-risk level for failure (Shapiro, 2015).  

Whereas, Tier 3 included individualized, comprehensive, interventions implemented 
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daily devised to increase student achievement (Averill et al., 2014).  As indicated in 

Figure 2, the RTI triangle depicts as students move from Tier 1 to Tier 3, the number of 

students decreased as the level of intensity in support increased (Kovaleski, 

VanDerHeyden, & Shapiro, 2013). 

 In addition to the multi-tiers, RTI implementation consisted of several 

components across the three tiers.  Although various literature proposed many 

components of RTI, the review of literature by Al Otabiba et al. (2014) suggested four 

core components, including: universal screening, progress monitoring, data-based 

decision making, and multi-tiered intervention.  However, RTI Action Network (2015) 

added instructional intervention fidelity as a component. 

 Tier 1.  Tier 1, designed to meet the needs of most students in the classroom, 

consisted of research-based core instruction, universal screenings for every student at 

least three times during the school year to identify individual instructional needs, and 

continuous professional development to provide teachers with the skills needed to 

address students’ academic challenges (AASEP, 2018).  According to Fuchs, Fuchs, & 

Vaughn (2014), all students received core instruction, which included opportunities for 

differentiated instruction and accommodations as well as problem-solving strategies to 

meet students’ motivation and behavior needs.  In Tier 1, regular classroom teachers 

typically delivered core classroom instruction (McDaniel et al., 2013).  Shapiro (2015) 

noted, when highly trained educators implemented core instruction with fidelity, 

theoretically, around 75% - 80% of students met proficiency benchmarks; however, in 

schools with high levels of struggling students, only around 50% - 70% of students 

reached levels of proficiency (para. 3).  Students who did not show progress and reached 
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proficiency in Tier 1, based on data results, moved to the next RTI level, Tier 2 (Björn, 

Aro, Koponen, Fuchs, & Fuchs, 2016).  

 Tier 2.  Students who made inadequate academic gains in Tier 1 moved to Tier 2 

to receive more intensive and targeted instruction with small groups of students with 

comparable academic needs (AAESP, 2018; Fuchs & Fuchs, 2017; Mundschenk & 

Fuchs, 2016; Sharp, Noltemeyer, Hoffman, & Boone, 2016).  The time spent in Tier 2 

was, on average, longer than time spent in Tier 1, and the intensity of instruction was 

greater in Tier 2 (Björn et al, 2016).  Fuchs & Fuchs (2017) explained the goal of Tier 2 

intervention was to improve students’ academic skills enough to perform successfully in 

Tier 1 without additional support.  Likewise, Baker, Smolkowski, Chaparro, Smith, and 

Fien (2015) stated Tier 2 provided a more focused instruction aligned with the core 

instruction received in Tier 1 to increase students’ academic progress.  Additionally, 

Wanzek et al. (2016) noted Tier 2 as preventative at the early elementary level, with the 

intent to identify students at risk of academic failure early, implement short intervention 

lessons to allow students an opportunity to achieve proficiency, and to identify students 

who acquired significant deficiencies requiring more extensive interventions.  According 

to Bruhn, Woods-Groves, Fernando, Choi and Troughton (2017) generally, 10% to 15% 

of students in a school needed Tier 2 intervention, hence schools must ensure Tier 2 

intervention was efficient and achievable (p. 119).  Baker et al. (2015) indicated students’ 

academic proficiency levels increased higher when provided with Tier 2 interventions 

than students who only received Tier 1 intervention. 

 Schools often implemented the same Tier 2 intervention to all the students 

needing tiered support instead of providing interventions which matched students’ 
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specific area of deficiency (Stormont & Reinke, 2013).  Bruhn et al. (2017) asserted 

students’ needs varied, thus providing only one intervention may not benefit all students.  

Consequently, McDaniel, Bruhn, and Mitchell (2015) proposed implementing a variety 

of interventions based on student data and teacher input to assign interventions specific to 

students’ needs. 

 Harlacher (2015) recommended in Tier 2, small groups meet for approximately 

thirty minutes, three to five times a week, instructed by a general education teacher or an 

intervention specialist.  In Tier 2, the small groups typically consisted of between 5 to 8 

students, dependent on the RTI model implemented (Shapiro, 2015).  Students received 

Tier 2 intervention for a predetermined number of weeks, usually between 8 to twelve 

weeks (Coyne et al., 2013).  During Tier 2 intervention, schools assessed student’s 

responsiveness to the intervention to determine whether the student showed adequate 

progress and was ready to move back to Tier 1 (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2017; Regan, Berkeley, 

Hughes, & Brady, 2015) or if the student showed inadequate progress and needed a more 

intensive level of intervention, Tier 3 (Coyne et al., 2013; Fuchs & Fuchs, 2017; Johnsen, 

Parker, & Farah, 2015). 

 Tier 3.  In the RTI model, Tier 3 provided students with individualized, intensive 

and highly focused, research-based intervention daily and over a longer period of time to 

increase academic proficiency (AASEP, 2018; Averill et al., 2014; RTI Action Network, 

2015; Sharp et al., 2016).  Tier 3, designed for students with extensive difficulties in 

achieving at the proficiency level, did not respond to the supports in Tier 1 or Tier 2 

intervention; Tier 3 intervention, addressed these students’ needs through small group or 

individualized instruction (AASEP, 2018; Ervin, n.d.).  Although Ervin (n.d.) noted some 
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students with severe academic deficiencies required immediate placement in Tier 3 in 

lieu of waiting to go through Tier 1 or Tier 2; students who experienced a level Tier 3 

intervention, needed support in a more timely and efficient manner, which required 

movement to an upper Tier.  Ervin (n.d.) noted in Tier 3, remediation of current problems 

and prevention of more significant concerns or the development of new problems because 

of persistent deficits.  

 Past studies on intensive interventions identified basic differences from Tier 2 to 

Tier 3, such as increased intervention instruction, increased duration of intervention, and 

decreased group size (Denton et al., 2013; Harlacher, 2015).  Furthermore, a study 

conducted by Jenkins et al. (2013) found more specialized interventionist implement of 

RTI in Tier 3.  Sharp et al. (2016) recommended educators who administer and score 

assessments receive training, undergo annual fidelity checks to guarantee consistency in 

administering and scoring assessments, and receive annual training.  Harlacher (2015) 

indicated Tier 3 must coincide and supplement Tier 1, without interfering or conflicting 

with the core instruction in the general education classroom, so students still received 

grade-level standards while also receiving intervention focused on needed skills.  

 In Tier 3, group size ranged from three to five students, with some RTI models 

using one-to-one instruction (Harlacher, 2015).  Referral for special education services 

typically occurred for students who made inadequate progress after receiving highly 

intensive intervention in Tier 3; however, the intervention team or parents could refer 

students for special education prior to Tier 3 (Sharp et al., 2016).  On the other hand, 

some schools with one-to-one intervention included special education services as a 

component of Tier 3 (Harlacher, 2015; Sharp et al., 2016). 
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 Universal Screening.  Universal Screening, designed to identify students not 

meeting academic goals in a general education classroom, provided educational data for 

students who struggled and experienced academic difficulties.  Frequently the student 

gained benefits from targeted evidence-based intervention as the first step in the RTI 

model (Catts et al., 2016; Hughes & Dexter, n.d.; Jenkins & Johnson, n.d.; Regan et al., 

2015; Salinger, 2016).  Generally, schools administered universal screenings to every 

student (McInerney & Elledge, 2013) three times during the academic school year: 

beginning, middle, and end (Regan et al., 2015).  However, Jenkins and Johnson (n.d.) 

recommended schools screen students at the beginning of the school year to budget 

instructional funds intelligently (n.d.).  Catts et al. (2016) noted, the use of universal 

screening within an RTI model as early as the start of kindergarten can identify students 

at-risk for reading difficulties wisely. 

 NCLB (2001) and IDEA (2004) mandated schools to identify students at-risk of 

failure through universal screening and to provide support for students to achieve 

maximum success (Salinger, 2016).  Kane, Roy, and Medina (2013) stressed the 

importance of early identification of students with learning difficulties through universal 

screenings to support later achievement, and without this support, students at-risk 

academically were at an increased risk to drop-out of school and consequently experience 

unemployment.  Therefore, Salinger (2016) highlighted the importance of early 

identification and universal screening to provide interventions to as many students with 

reading difficulties as possible.  

 Schools often administered curriculum based-measurement in reading (CBM-R), 

nonsense word fluency (NWF), and word identification fluency (WIF) as tools for 
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universal screening in the early grades of elementary school  (January, Ardoin, Christ, 

Eckert, & White, 2016).  Despite many previous studies, researchers found CBM-R as a 

beneficial tool for universal screening (January & Ardoin, 2015; Kilgus, Methe, Maggin, 

& Tomasula, 2014); schools used NWF and WIF with emergent readers because of the 

level of skills required with CBM-R (January et al., 2016).  As a result, publishers 

recommended not to administer CBM-R to students until mid-year of first grade, and 

even then, to administer NWF along with CBM-R until second grade (Good & Kaminski, 

2007; Pearson Education, 2012). 

 Progress Monitoring.  In the RTI model, schools progress monitored to make 

instructional decisions (Reschly, 2014) and to evaluate student’s academic progress based 

on the universal screening results which indicated an area of at-risk for difficulties 

(Hughes & Dexter, n.d.).  Fuchs and Fuchs (2017) noted, teachers used progress 

monitoring data to measure student responsiveness or lack of responsiveness, then made 

instructional adjustments and determined when students should move to a different tier.  

McInerney and Ellege (2013) asserted, the more frequently teachers progress monitored, 

the more rapidly students received intervention instruction. 

 Teachers commonly used progress monitoring in tier 2 and tier 3; although, it may 

occur in all three tiers of RTI instruction (Gustafson, Svensson, & Falth, 2014; Jenkins et 

al., 2013; Robinson et al., 2013).  McDaniel et al. (2013) reported, teachers determine 

student movement based on progress monitoring data.  Renaissance (2016) reported 

progress monitoring of students typically lasted between six to eight weeks, however, 

little evidence supported that notion.  According to literature, how often to progress 
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monitor varied from monthly, bimonthly, every two weeks or weekly (DuFour & Mattos, 

2013; Erchul, 2015; Hughes & Dexter, n.d.).   

 Fidelity of Implementation. Documented throughout the literature, fidelity of the 

RTI components during implementation became crucial for student academic 

improvement (Montalvo, Combes, & Kea, 2014; Reschly, 2014; Robinson et al., 2013).  

Robinson, Bursuck, and Sinclair (2013) described fidelity of implementation as the extent 

to which schools implemented the RTI model and instruction as intended.  To achieve 

fidelity, schools allocated adequate time, provided appropriate intervention intensity, 

trained qualified staff, and furnished a sufficient amount of materials and resources 

(AASEP, 2018).  Gersten, Jayanthi, and Dimino (2017) and McKenna, Flower, and 

Ciullo (2014) noted the importance of observing and measuring fidelity of 

implementation, providing additional training, and adjusting if necessary.  

 Recent research indicated schools found implementing RTI with fidelity 

challenging (Dallas, 2017).  Moreover, Harn, Rarisi, and Stoolmiller (2013) asserted 

when schools implemented a research-based intervention, adapting the curriculum was 

common, given the extent of implementation was almost never 100%.  Bigham and 

Riney (2014) indicated one main problem of implementing RTI with fidelity involved 

solving the difficulty of implementation of interventions due to scheduling conflicts and 

staffing allocations.  Consequently, schools often resorted to pulling students out of core 

reading instead of during electives, science, or social studies, the more desired classes 

(Dallas, 2017).  
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High-Stakes Testing 

 In 2001, high-stakes accountability increased for state's education systems as part 

of the NCLB Act, the prescribed changes of the Elementary and Secondary Education 

Act (ESEA), required every student enrolled in a public or charter school tested in grades 

three through eight and grade ten in the areas of mathematics and communication arts 

(Dee & Jacob, 2010; Moe, 2014).  Since NCLB, high-stakes testing had been a 

substantial accountability tool used to evaluate the success of school districts, schools, 

and teachers (Au & Gourd, 2013).  NCLB required all students to score proficient or 

higher in mathematics and reading by 2014 (Rubin, 2011); otherwise, the law required 

school districts to reassign or dismiss administrators and teachers, possibly reconstruct or 

close schools (Berliner, 2011; David, 2011).  The goal of NCLB was to close the 

achievement gap between the less privileged and more affluent students; however, the 

debate ensued (Braun, Chapman, & Vezzu, 2010; Chudowsky et al., 2009).  Berliner 

(2011) argued, "the NCLB act was supposed to reduce the achievement gap between poor 

and wealthy students, but data supporting that claim is in dispute... if the gap is actually 

closing, it is only by the smallest of amounts" (p. 287-288).  Nichols, Glass, and Berliner 

(2012) explained the rationale for the increased rigor and accountability in testing, 

attaching considerable rewards or severe penalties to test results, could result in students 

and teachers trying harder, performing better, and learning more.  School districts, 

schools, and teacher’s evaluations have been part of the increase in students' test scores 

(Wei, Pecheone, & Wilczak, 2015). 

 Several studies reported conflicting findings on whether high-stakes assessments 

improved student achievement.  Some researcher indicated students who scored high on a 



LEVELED LITERACY INTERVENTION ANALYSIS                                               50 

 

 

 

standardized test did not necessarily score high on other high-stakes assessments (Blazer, 

2011).  On the other hand, other researchers maintained high-stakes assessments lead to 

significant growth in students' results on other high-stakes tests (Jacob, 2005).  Nichols et 

al. (2012) stated, "a pattern seems to have emerged that suggests that high-stakes testing 

has little or no relationship to reading achievement, and a weak to moderate relationship 

to math" (p. 3).  Moreover, Nichols et al. (2012) noted NAEP, a national exam 

administered to a random sampling of schools across the United States, found 

achievement scores of fourth and eighth graders progressed at a higher rate in 

mathematics prior to NCLB while reading achievement scores stayed rather constant.  

According to the National Research Council (2011) high-stakes testing has not shown to 

increase students' mathematics and reading achievement levels across the nation nor has 

it closed the achievement gap between minority and White students or between students 

from high-income families and those from poverty families.  However, Ravitch and 

Chubb (2009) contended student achievement increased at a quicker rate after the passage 

of NCLB.  Nevertheless, research failed to consistently establish the claim that high-

stakes testing increased student achievement (Nichols, Glass, & Berliner, 2012).  

 Prior to NCLB, states collectively spent roughly $423 million on state-mandated 

testing (Mulholland, 2015, para. 4).  After NCLB, direct and indirect cost of standardized 

testing grew dramatically.  A Brookings Institute study (Chingos, 2012) calculated 

approximately $27 annually per student spent on standardized tests, although the amount 

only included contract cost for state-mandated assessments (p. 4).  In another study 

(Topol, Olson, Roeber, & Hennon, 2012), the Assessments Solutions Group (ASG) 

reported school districts spent on average $20 - $25 per student annually (p. 9).  The 
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Florida Department of Education (2010) spent approximately $29.41 per student a year 

($74 million a year) on the Florida Comprehension Assessment Test (FCAT), Florida's 

state-mandated assessment; which contained the amount of developing test questions, 

holding meetings with Florida educators to review test questions, conducting field test, 

producing test materials, mailing materials, scoring tests, and reporting test results 

(Breiner, 2015, p. 15).  Additional cost to school districts associated with testing included 

local benchmark assessments, intervention programs, restructuring instruction, and 

professional development (Breiner, 2015; Nelson, 2013).  Although the additional cost 

varied among school districts, some districts estimated spending nearly $20 to $50 

million annually (Baines & Stanley, 2004, p. 8).  An American Federation of Teachers 

study (Nelson, 2013) reported a Midwestern school district spent between $60 - $80 per 

student; while an Eastern school district spent between $50 - $70 per student for direct 

testing cost (p. 18).  Additionally, researchers found the Midwestern school district spent 

between $400 - $600 per student; while the Eastern school district spent about $1,100 per 

student for both direct and indirect testing cost (Nelson, 2013, p. 25).  Several national 

studies found the costs of testing for school districts ranged from $50 per student to $100 

per student (Nelson, 2013, p. 18), costing states approximately $1.7 billion per year; 

which represented less than 1 percent of K-12 per student spending (Mulholland, 2015, 

para. 4). 

 In 2010, with the introduction of the Common Core, the U.S. Department of 

Education allocated $330 million in grant money to states who used either the Partnership 

for Assessment of Readiness for College and Careers (PARCC) or the SMARTER 

Balanced Assessment Consortium (SBAC) to cover the development cost of the 
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assessments (Chingos, 2012, p. 3).  Both the PARCC and the SBAC, designed to have 

higher quality items, assessed 21st century skills, aligned to the Common Core Standards, 

and assisted in learning and instruction (Topol et al., 2012).  PARCC anticipated the tests 

would cost about $29.50 per student, and SBAC expected $22.50 per student, which was 

close to the national $27 per student average (Chingos, 2012, p. 4).  Nevertheless, some 

states opted out of using PARCC or SBAC to develop the states' own more cost-effective 

tests.  

 Although, test preparation helped students develop test taking skills, an enormous 

amount of time spent showing students how to answer questions and familiarizing them 

with the format of the assessment, and other test practicing strategies resulted in loss of 

instructional time (Brown, & Cliff, 2010; Byrd-Blake et al., 2010; Nelson, 2013; Rush & 

Sherff, 2012).  The Northwest Evaluation Association found 52% of teachers spent too 

much time preparing for and administering assessments, 42% spent the right amount of 

time, and 6% spent too little time (Gewertz, 2014, p. 8).  In addition, 70% of teachers and 

55% of administrators believed state-mandated testing had taken too much time away 

from instructional time and student learning (Gewertz, 2014, p. 8).  The study conducted 

by the American Federation of Teachers found teachers in one school district consumed 

approximately 80 hours a year preparing students in tested grades for district benchmark 

assessments and state-mandated tests; while teachers in another school district spent 100 

hours or more a year (Nelson, 2013).  Likewise, Bruno, Ashby, and Manzo (2012) 

reported, on average, teachers devoted at least five hours a week on test preparation and 

administering mandated standardized tests.  Blazer (2011) argued teachers devoted too 

much instructional time in test preparation; which in many states, test preparation began 
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when students returned to school in the fall.  Terry (2010) and Li and Xiong (2018) 

argued increased time for preparing students for assessments did not result in increased 

student achievement. 

 Achieve (2015), a nonprofit organization, developed the Student Assessment 

Inventory for districts, a test-inventory tool designed so school districts could analyze the 

assessments from a student's viewpoint.  Achieve (2015), urged school districts to only 

administer the minimal number of assessments imperative to furnish diagnostic, teaching 

and accountability outcomes.  The tool helped school districts decide if the test results 

were beneficial to teachers, school district administrators, or both, if schools utilized the 

test as intended, how long the test would take to administer and how often, and how 

much the assessment cost (Achieve, 2015).  

 School districts mandated a considerable amount of standardized assessments, not 

states.  Students in grades in which NCLB required annual testing, tested as much as 

twice a month, but at least once a month (Lazarin, 2014).  A Jefferson County school 

district in Kentucky, administered 20 assessments a year to the 6th-8th grade students of 

which 16 were district mandated test (Lazarin, 2014, p. 19).  Likewise, a school district in 

Sarasota County, Florida administered 14 district and state standardized assessments to 

their middle school students a year (Lazarin, 2014, p.19).  The study by the 

Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education (ESE) and the 

American Institutes for Research (AIR) found in a representative sample, the average 

school district mandated 6.7 tests annually (Marchand & Pitluck, 2015, p. 9).  According 

to Lazarin (2014), on average, students spent 1.6 percent (15 - 16 hours) or less actually 

taking district and state standardized assessments (p.19).  Whereas, Marchand and Pitluck 
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(2015) indicated three of the four school districts in the study spent six to nine days 

testing students using district mandated assessments and the other district spent 18 days 

testing (p. 31).  District testing occurred more often with more loss of instructional time 

in urban school districts (Lazarin, 2014).  In urban high schools, students took 3 times as 

many district assessments and spent 266% more time taking them than students in 

suburban high schools (Lazarin, 2014, p. 4).  

 Throughout the current literature, researchers noted numerous pitfalls of high-

stakes testing in education; however, some researchers agreed high-stakes testing in 

schools benefited student learning (Blazer, 2011; Polesel, Dulfer, & Turnbull, 2012; Wei 

et al., 2015).  School districts, administrators, and teachers used state-mandated testing 

data to identify gaps in teaching and learning to increase student achievement (Wei et al., 

2015). Evidence suggested school districts and administrators used high-stakes test 

results to better focus on professional development needed to improve student learning 

(McMillan, 2005).  Classroom teachers used high-stakes test data to diagnose students' 

strengths and weaknesses and then revised and developed instructional programs to assist 

low-achieving students (Blazer, 2011; Phelps, 2006).  In addition, studies suggested 

school districts, administrators, and teachers used data to inform instruction to a higher 

extent after the enactment of NCLB (Blazer, 2011).  Opponents of high-stakes testing 

complained state-mandated testing forced teachers to narrow the curriculum; however, 

supporters believed high-stakes testing guided teachers to better align the curriculum with 

the state standards to ensure teachers taught what students needed to learn and to be 

successful on assessments (Phelps, 2006; Yeh, 2005).  Research also noted performance 

assessments, which required a student’s higher-order thinking skills, created more 
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positive adjustments in teachers' instruction, improved student skill development, 

heightened student engagement, and enhanced student’s conceptual knowledge (Wei et 

al., 2015). 

Approaches to Analyzing Data 

 Bambrick-Santoyo (2010) and Lemov (2010) described various methods teachers 

used to collect and analyze student data and improvement in teaching and learning.  

Further, research recognized three clear approaches for gathering and examining student 

data to increase instructional practices: the diagnostic approach, the methods approach, 

and the teacher approach (Wieman, 2014).  All three approaches had common 

components; however, each had exclusive components. 

 Traditionally, in the diagnostic approach of collecting data, teachers determined 

what students knew.  Bambrick-Santoyo (2010) and Lemov (2010) explained, in the 

diagnostic approach teachers identified specifically what skills students knew to 

determine what content the teachers needed to teach and the precise students who needed 

to learn the skill.  After teachers collected student data, data analysis began by aligning to 

the intended learning goals (Wieman, 2014).  Teachers then used data to guide instruction 

more thoroughly (Bambrick-Santoyo, 2010) or provided specific feedback to students 

(Frey & Fisher, 2011).  Wieman (2014) noted, "if students achieve well (or poorly) on 

their assessments, nothing in the diagnostic approach helps teachers determine which 

specific teaching practices were effective and which were not" (p. 547).  Teachers found 

the diagnostic approach, particularly suitable for skills divided into specific segments on 

an assessment, challenging to design assessments to target instruction for more complex 

skills (Wieman, 2014). 
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 The purpose of collecting data in the methods approach is for teachers to improve 

instructional practices.  Gallimore, Ermeling, Saunders and Goldenberg (2009) and 

Lampert and Graziani (2009) described, in the methods approach teachers collected data 

on teaching and students learning; then teachers examined the data to identify the 

outcomes of teaching on student achievement.  With the method, teachers improved 

teaching by implementing proven teaching strategies and by eliminating unsuccessful 

teaching strategies (Wieman, 2014).  However, Wieman (2014) noted the approach does 

not provide teachers the content to teach nor does the approach define pedagogy. 

 The purpose of collecting data in the teacher approach was to help teachers 

cultivate theories and knowledge to raise student achievement.  Hammerness et al. (2005) 

explained, with the teacher approach, teachers challenge widely held beliefs and start to 

develop the expertise needed to teach in the new way.  Wieman (2014) indicated, in the 

teacher approach, teachers must pay attention to unexpected results, causing a 

disequilibrium which would lead to the advancement of awareness and the improved 

instructional practices. 

Data Informed Decisions  

 Over the last decade, the attention to data use in education grew tremendously and 

the terms data driven decision making, data-based decision making, and data informed 

decision making evolved, and many used the terms interchangeably (Shen et al., 2012).  

However, currently throughout the literature on the use of data in education, researchers 

used the terms data driven decision making and data informed decision making more 

frequently.  The researcher decided to use the term data informed decision making, a 

method of collecting, analyzing, and interpreting both quantitative and qualitative data to 
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inform decisions in improving an educational setting (Mandinach, 2012; Means, Padilla, 

& Gallagher, 2011).  Several researchers contend data should inform instruction not drive 

instruction (Murray, 2014; Shen et al., 2012).  Murray (2014) cautioned, until educators 

use student assessment data as only one fragment of information among several, the time 

spent on data informed decision making will have little results on increasing teaching and 

learning.  According to Murray (2014), "data can serve as an important element in 

effective decision-making but decisions should not be totally based on or driven by 

data…and data fails to give educators all the information they need to help children 

learn" (p. 16). 

 School districts across the nation started upgrading the use of student data, 

because the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 2001 (ESEA) urged schools to 

use student data to inform decisions about instruction at the district level, school level 

and in teachers' classrooms (Means et al., 2011).  Since the NCLB Act, the term data-

informed decision making became a fundamental part of education across the United 

States at all levels, from the state level to the district level to the classroom teacher, and 

received scrutiny in terms of policy, monetary support, and accountability (Mandinach, 

2012).  The attention on using data to improve student achievement increased when the 

American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (2009), dispersed funds to states who agreed 

to use student data systems (Mandinach, 2012; Means et al., 2011). 

 The education field had not agreed upon a commonly accepted definition of data 

literacy, however, Mandinach and Gummer (2013) defined data literacy as "the ability to 

understand and use data effectively to inform decisions" (p. 30).  The theme of data 

literacy existed in the revised standards for teachers from the Interstate Teacher 
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Assessment and Support Consortium (InTASC, 2013; Council of Chief State School 

Officers [CCSSO], 2011) and for administrators from the Interstate School Leaders 

Licensure Consortium (CCSSO, 2014; ISLLC, 2014).  In the 2014 ISLLC standards, 

Standard 1 expected administrators to "collect and use data to identify goals, assess 

organization effectiveness, and promote organizational learning" (CCSSO, 2014, p. 16), 

Standard 8, required administrators to "ensure the implementation of data systems that 

provide actionable information" (p. 19), and Standard 11 called for administrators to 

"promote a culture of data-based inquiry and continuous learning" (p. 21).  Mandinach 

and Gummer (2013) noted how often the InTASC standards document mentioned the use 

of data to improve teaching and learning.  Clearly, policymakers and government 

officials believed the use of data to increase teaching and learning was an important part 

of improving education.  

 Policymakers, government officials, and educators turned to data informed 

decision making as a possible answer to many of education's most urgent issues.  

Mandinach and Jackson (2010) noted many districts disclosed the use of data to reach the 

needs of the learners, to determine to what extent the curriculum or program works, and 

how adjustments to the curriculum or program increased student achievement.  Most 

educators found the most important reason for using data was to adjust educational 

teaching to meet the needs of all students (Mandinach, 2012).  In addition, educators used 

data as a method of predicting student performance (Means, Padilla, & Gallagher, 2010).  

Interest in data-informed decision making increased from policymakers to researchers; 

which resulted in a growth of literature around the subject.  Numerous studies regarding 

the use of data in schools (Mandinach & Gummer, 2012), as well as studies focused on 
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the use of data nationally funded by the U.S. Department of Education (Means et al., 

2010, 2011) were just a few examples. 

 Even though the use of data in schools changed through the rise of high-stakes 

accountability statute, many teachers embraced the concept of using data to inform 

instruction but remained skeptical towards using data (Jimerson & Wayman, 2012; Louis, 

Leithwood, Wahlstrom, & Anderson, 2010).  Teachers used data since the one room 

schoolhouses; taught and used assignments and homework, adjusted the teaching, and 

gave assessments and determined grades.  However, today, the increased pressure from 

federal and state to hold schools and teachers accountable and the amount of data 

available made data informed decision making more complex (Honig & Venkateswaran, 

2012; Jimerson & Wayman, 2012; Mandinach, 2012). 

 Often administrators and teachers did not use data to inform instruction due to the 

lack in knowledge of an explicit and detailed method to facilitate the use of data to 

improve teaching and learning (Cosner, 2011; Thomas, 2010).  Educators were unsure 

about what data to utilize, when to use data, and how to use data (Murray, 2014).  In a 

2010 report, the U.S. Department of Education indicated "the greatest perceived area of 

need among districts is for models of how to connect relevant data to instructional 

practice" (as cited in Means et al., 2010, p. 47). 

 Previous researchers described the administrators' role in data use and building 

capacity among teachers as essential.  Unfortunately, research found few administrators 

skilled enough to effectively lead a school in data use (Means et al., 2011; Wayman et al., 

2010; Wayman et al., 2012).  In addition, much of the research on administrators use of 

data focused on systemic supports for using data in education (Wayman et al., 2010; 
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Wayman et al., 2012) instead of analyzing how modeling by administrators impeded or 

inspired teachers to engage in using data (Jimerson & McGhee, 2013). 

 Although using data to inform instruction in education increased, building 

educators' capacity to examine data and become data literate had not (Mandinach & 

Gummer, 2013).  Research literature revealed educators lacked the knowledge of 

analyzing data to improve student achievement (Mandinach 2012; Murray 2014).  

Despite educators needto acquire the necessary skills to become data literate, few formal 

courses and opportunities were available for teaching data literacy development 

(Mandinach & Gummer, 2013).  At the time, U.S. Secretary of Education, Arne Duncan 

recommended schools concentrate on training teachers and administrators through 

professional development (Mandinach & Gummer, 2013).  Means, Padilla, and Gallagher 

(2010) noted 90% of school districts provided data literacy professional development; 

however, only a limited number of schools and teachers participated (p. 12).  Results of a 

self-reported survey of state data directors, showed only 10 states requiring data training 

for superintendents, 13 for principals, and 14 for teachers (Data Quality Campaign, 2012, 

p. 13).  Whereas, only 11 states required aspiring teachers to take data literacy as part of 

the teacher licensure process (Mandinach & Gummer, 2013, p. 33). 

 Although educators and policymakers appeared to agree using data to inform and 

improve instruction was critical, which data to use and the best method to analyzing data 

was vague.  Regardless of having clarity, using data to inform or improve instruction was 

complex and confusing (Bambrick-Santoyo, 2010; Mandinach, 2012).  Therefore, many 

school districts invested in a computer data system to provide and analyze student 

achievement results for educators to access to support decisions in teaching and learning 
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(Herbert, 2011; Shaw & Wayman, 2012).  Unfortunately, districts found the purchasing 

of computer data systems did not automatically result in educators consistent use (Shaw 

& Wayman, 2012; Wayman & Cho, 2014).  Wayman and Cho (2014) also suggested the 

rational for the low use of computer data system were the results of inadequate 

implementation.  

Leveled Literacy Intervention 

 In 2008, the authors Irene C. Fountas and Gay Su Pinnell developed Heinemann, 

a division of Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, and published Leveled Literacy (LLI).  The 

supplemental literacy intervention system was a short-term, small-group, supplemental 

program designed for kindergarten through second grade students who had complications 

with learning to read and write (Ransford-Kaldon, Flynt, & Ross, 2011).  The objective 

of LLI was to expedite a student’s development to grade level so an individuals’ literacy 

deficiencies did not turn into long-term deficits and expand student’s motivation and 

interest in literacy (Fountas & Pinnell Literacy, 2017; Ransford-Kaldon et al., 2010; 

Ransford-Kaldon et al., 2011).  LLI was suited for regular education students who needed 

extensive support to reach grade-level proficiency, English Language Learners who 

needed additional reading instruction, and students who qualified for special education 

services (Fountas & Pinnell Literacy, 2017; Ransford-Kaldon et al., 2013).  

 Students who received LLI, met in a small group with a trained teacher daily for 

30 minutes of direct instruction lessons in reading, writing, and word work (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2017, p. 2).  The intervention normally lasted for 12 to 18 

weeks, contingent on the student’s progress (Fountas & Pinnell Literacy, 2017, para. 7).  

LLI emphasized the progression of oral language skills as the fundamentals of reading 
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and as shown in Table 1 the five essential elements of reading instruction recognized by 

the National Reading Panel (2000).  

Table 1 

 

Summary of National Reading Panel’s Findings on the 5 Essential Components of 

Reading                                                                                                                        

Element Characterization Findings 

Phonemic Awareness Knowing spoken words are 

made up of smaller parts 

called phonemes. 

Teaching phonemic 

awareness significantly 

enhanced student’s reading 

compared to the lack of 

phonemic instruction. 

 

Phonics Knowing the relationship 

between letters and 

phonemes, and when 

blended together words are 

formed. 

Teaching phonics 

explicitly improved 

student’s progress in 

learning to read. 

Vocabulary Recognizing words and 

understanding them. 

Vocabulary needs to be 

taught directly and 

indirectly. 

 

Fluency Having the ability to 

recognize words quickly 

with expression. 

Guided and repeated oral 

reading increased student’s 

word recognition, fluency, 

and comprehension. 

 

   

Comprehension Understanding what is 

read. 

Student’s comprehension is 

improved through various  

reading strategies, 

including questioning and 

summarizing. 

Note: The components were included in the National Reading Panel (2000). 

 Fountas and Pinnell, developed LLI based on empirical reading research, 

vocabulary knowledge and student motivation (Fountas & Pinnell Literacy, 2017; U.S. 

Department of Education, 2017).  The LLI texts, leveled by difficulty, were based on the 

Fountas & Pinnell Text Level Gradient: (Fountas & Pinnell, 2011b) interesting language, 

recurring phrases, rhyme, and natural language patterns (Fountas & Pinnell, 2013).  
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According to Fountas and Pinnell (2013), students benefit from text read without 

difficulty at an “independent level”, as well as more challenging texts written at an 

“instructional level” (para. 1).  Therefore, LLI provided students both types of reading 

experiences, alternating between both “independent level” text and “instructional text”.  

When students read easier text, fluency increased, which provided students opportunities 

of success, and an increase in confidence (Allington, 2006; Fountas & Pinnell, 2013; 

Harrison et al., 2008).  On the other hand, when students read more challenging texts 

with the support of the LLI teacher, students developed more complex reading skills 

(Ransford-Kaldon et al., 2010). 

 Previous studies showed a positive relationship between LLI and students’ 

literacy skills, although the methodological rigor of the studies varied (Ransford-Kaldon 

et al., 2010; Ransford-Kaldon et al., 2013).  Some researcher utilized random sampling, 

demographic matching, and control groups to determine a positive relationship between 

LLI instruction and student outcome (Ransford-Kaldon et al., 2010; Ransford-Kaldon et 

al., 2013).  In addition, the assessments used to compute student outcome varied, 

including Fountas and Pinnell benchmarks, Gates-MacGinite Reading Test (GMRT), and 

the Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Learning Skills (DIBELS) (as cited in Ransford-

Kaldon et al., 2010; Ransford-Kaldon et al., 2013).  

 Regardless of the differences, all the studies concluded LLI improved early 

literacy skills.  Both Harrison et al. (2008) and Peterman, Grehan, Ross, Gallagher, and 

Dexter (2009) found K-2 students who received LLI instruction made significant growth 

on the Gates-MacGinite Reading Test. Likewise, Ransford-Kaldon, Flynt, and Ross 

(2011) and Ransford-Kaldon et al. (2013), concluded both rural and suburban K-2 
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students who enrolled in LLI notably exceeded students in the control group who did not 

receive LLI instruction.  In 2013, results from a study with K-5 students from 114 

schools, indicated students who received LLI made an average of nine months reading 

growth over only four and half months (Demers, 2012, p. 5).  Further, Fountas and 

Pinnell (2011a) analyzed benchmark assessment data from 4,881 students across the 

United States and Canada, who received LLI.  On average, the students demonstrated 

accelerated progress of eight months in 4.2 months, 68% of the students increased their 

reading skills three levels, and 12.5% of the students gained seven or more levels (p. 2). 

Summary 

 Chapter Two examined existing literature related to teaching all students to 

become proficient readers by third grade by implementing a system for early 

identification of at-risk students, providing high quality instruction, and implementing 

intensive interventions.  Specifically, discussion of addressing the needs of struggling 

readers included educational reform, RTI, LLI, data informed decision-making, analyzing 

data, proven instructional strategies, and reading components (Al Otaiba, Wanzek & 

Yavanoff, 2015; Baker & Jakicic 2012; Calkins et al., 2012; El Moussaoui, 2017; 

Mandinach, 2012; Ransford-Kaldon et al., 2011; Wieman, 2014).  Since the enactment of 

IDEA (2004), schools implemented the RTI model to increase student achievement 

(Fuchs et al., 2012).  A review of the literature in Chapter Two indicated the use of LLI 

as an early reading intervention program to increase the reading proficiency of struggling 

readers (Fountas & Pinnell, 2013). 
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 Chapter Three described the research design, data collection procedures, and data 

analysis methods in the study.  Whereas, Chapter Four outlined the data and analysis of 

findings.  Chapter Five addressed the conclusions and implications for future research. 
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Chapter Three: Methodology 

Overview 

 The purpose of this study was to determine a possible difference in STAR reading 

scaled scores gained among 2nd grade students with reading difficulties, who received 

LLI, and a like group of 2nd grade students with reading difficulties, who did not receive 

LLI.  The researcher also examined the perceptions of the LLI teachers and SLT 

members on the LLI program.  Additionally, the researcher conducted observations to 

determine whether teachers implemented LLI with a high level of fidelity.  The 

implications from the study could potentially provide the researched school district 

information regarding the implementation of LLI as an intervention program, to possibly 

increase reading among at-risk 2nd-grade students.  Furthermore, the study utilized 

STAR Reading pre-and post-scaled scores, a Likert survey of teachers’ perceptions, 

interview responses, and observations as data collection instruments.  

Research Site 

 The research site was a large urban public-school district located in the Midwest.  

The school district had 45 elementary schools, 9 middle schools, 14 high schools, and 6 

alternative schools (MODESE, 2016b, p. 1).  During the 2016-2017 school year, the 

district was comprised of 1,930 teachers and nearly 23,854 Pre-K through 12th grade 

students (MODESE, 2016b, p. 1).  Of these students, 85% qualified for free/reduce lunch, 

12.7% received special education services (SPED), and 7.8% were English Language 

Learners (ELL) (MODESE, 2016c, p. 2).  The demographics in the researched district for 

the 2016-2017 school year were 84.47% African-American, 9.81% White, 2.9% 
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Hispanic, 2.15% Asian/Pacific Islander, 0.18% American Indian/Alaska Native, and 

0.48% other (MODESE, 2016c, p. 1) (see Table 2).   

Table 2 

2016-2017 Researched School District Demographics 

 

 

School 

 

Total 

Enrollment 

 

African-

American 

 

White 

 

Hispanic 

Asian/ 

Pacific 

Islander 

American 

Indian 

 

 

SPED 

 

 

ELL 

1 379 98.7% 0.5% 0% 0% 0% 15.3% 0% 

2 368 100% 0% 0% 0% 0% 8.4% 0% 

3 219 98.6% 1.4% 0% 0% 0% 9.1% 0% 

4 202 97.5% 2.0% 0% 0.5% 0% 10.9% 0% 

5 216 99.5% 0.5% 0% 0% 0% 8.3% 0% 

6 279 98.2% 1.8% 0% 0% 0% 10.8% 0% 

7 345 93.3% 2.0% 1.2% 2.0% 1.4% 5.8% 7.0% 

8 399 99.2% 0% 0.8% 0% 0% 11.3% 2.5% 

9 231 99.1% 0.9% 0% 0% 0% 10.8% 0% 

10 304 93.8% 2.6% 1.6% 1.6% 0.3% 13.8% 2.3% 

11 315 92.7% 5.7% 1.0% 0.6% 0% 16.5% 1.6% 

12 256 99.2% 0.8% 0% 0% 0% 9.8% 0% 

13 323 99.1% 0.6% 0.3% 0% 0% 4.3% 0% 

14 352 62.2% 13.6% 12.8% 11.4% 0% 11.4% 27.3% 

15 363 90.4% 7.4% 0.6% 0.8% 0.8% 8.8% 0% 

16 344 52.9% 19.2% 16.3% 11.6% 0% 6.7% 34.3% 

      Continued   
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Table 2  Continued 

17 245 98.8% 0% 0.4% 0.8% 0% 13.6% 0% 

18 403 82.1% 12.9% 3.7% 0.5% 0.7% 11.9% 1.5% 

19 189 99.5% 0% 0% 0.5% 0% 11.9% 0% 

20 403 96.0% 1.2% 0.7% 0.5% 1.5% 11.6% 0% 

21 388 68.3% 17.3% 9.8% 4.6% 0% 5.5% 16.0% 

Total 6523 90.2% 4.9% 2.7% 1.9% 0.3% 10.3% 5.0% 

 

 

The 2016-2017 school district’s demographics did not mirror that of the state’s 

demographics, as depicted in Table 3.  Ethnicity in the researched district indicated 

81.8% African American, compared to the state’s 16.1%, while the White representation 

was 11.5%, compared to the state’s 72.3%.   

Table 3 

 

2016-2017 District and State Demographics 

 District State 

Total Enrollment 

 

23,854 885,138 

African American 

 

81.8% 16.1% 

White 11.5% 72.3% 

Hispanic 2.9% 5.9% 

Asian/Pacific Islander 2.2% 2.1% 

American Indian 0.2% 0.4% 

   

 

Note: School and district information obtained from Missouri Department of Elementary & Secondary 

Education, 2016. 

Note: School and district information obtained from Missouri Department of Elementary & Secondary 

Education, 2016a. 
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Research Design 

 The researcher utilized stratified random sampling of student secondary data to 

ensure the study sample was representative of the School District's second grade LLI 

student population.  According to Fraenkel, Wallen, and Hyun (2012), using a stratified 

random sample allowed for "a sample selected so that certain characteristics are 

represented in the sample in the same proportion as they occur in the population" (p. 

106).  The researcher selected a random sampling from all second-grade students who 

received LLI instruction.  For the teacher perception survey and for the interviews, the 

researcher used a convenience sampling size of 10 to 15 among each subgroup, as 

recommended by Fraenkel et al. (2012), who suggested a sample size between 1 and 20 

to generalize the qualitative results. 

Null Hypotheses and Research Questions 

 The researcher examined the following null hypotheses for this study: 

 Null Hypothesis 1: There is no difference in the individual STAR reading scaled 

score gained in 2nd grade students with reading difficulties who participate in LLI and 

2nd grade students with reading difficulties who do not participate in LLI, as measured 

by pre-and post-scores on STAR reading assessment  

  Null Hypothesis 2: There is no relationship in the mean STAR reading scaled 

score gain in 2nd grade students with reading difficulties and the fidelity of 

implementation mean observation score. 

  Research Question 1:  How do Leveled Literacy Intervention teachers perceive 

Leveled Literacy Intervention?  
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  Research Question 2: How do SLT members perceive Leveled Literacy 

Intervention? 

Methodology  

      The researcher selected a mixed-methods approach for the study, which included 

both quantitative and qualitative data.  By using a mixed-method approach, the researcher 

anticipated a comprehensive perspective of the research questions and a complete picture 

of the data results.  The researcher utilized pre-and post-STAR Reading scaled scores, 

teachers’ perception survey responses, responses to interview questions, and LLI lesson 

observations as data collection instruments.  The STAR Reading data compared student 

reading levels from the beginning to the end of the school year, to evaluate students’ 

progress in reading.  The district administered the STAR Reading assessment to every 

student in first through fifth grade three times a year.  The secondary data used for this 

study were from the first assessment, administered August 6th through August 20th, and 

the third assessment, administered May 12th through May 30th.  The STAR Reading 

standards-based assessment measured student performance in crucial reading skills 

(Renaissance Learning, 2015).  The STAR Reading used a multiple-choice item CAT, 

which adjusted the questions administered depended on student response and difficulty of 

the questions (Shapiro, 2015).  The test included 34 questions, generated from a question 

bank of more than 2,800 items, developed to assess reading skills for K-12 students 

(Renaissance Learning, 2015, p. 17).  Renaissance Learning developed the questions to 

represent a balanced spectrum of cognitive complexity.  

 Item specifications require verifying the accuracy of all content; using grade- 



LEVELED LITERACY INTERVENTION ANALYSIS                                               71 

 

 

 

level-appropriate cognitive load, vocabulary, syntax, and readability; including 

only essential text and graphics to avoid wordiness and visual clutter; and 

employing standards for bias, fairness, and sensitivity.  (Renaissance Learning, 

2014, p. 35)  

Upon completion of the assessment, teachers and administrators had immediate access to 

view students’ calculated scale scores (Renaissance Learning, 2015).   

 Both the survey and interview questions provided information on teacher and SLT 

perception of LLI.  The researcher developed the 18-item survey in Qualtrics (See 

Appendix C) and then emailed the LLI teachers the survey link via email.  According to 

Fraenkel, Wallen, and Hyun (2012), “a Likert scale is simply an attitude scale that 

consists of statements designed to measure the attitude of the respondent” (p. 127).  

Furthermore, Smart Survey Design (2015) supported the use of a Likert scale with the 

use of subjective data, such as viewpoints, feelings, or opinions.  The Fidelity of LLI 

Implementation Tool established how closely teachers followed LLI as intended.  The 

implementation fidelity tool consisted of 18 to 21 items, depending on the lesson 

observed, and used a four-point scale, ranging from zero (No Evidence) to three 

(Fidelity). 

STAR Validity and Reliability 

 The Renaissance Learning and various independent groups, including the 

National Center of Intensive Intervention, the National Center on Response to 

Intervention, and the National Center on Student Progress Monitoring, found the STAR 

Reading Assessment to be valid and reliable (as cited in Renaissance Learning, 2013).  

Renaissance Learning and various independent researchers tested the validity and 
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reliability of the STAR Reading Assessment.  Researchers established the construct 

validity, the overarching gauge for evaluating a test, by analyzing the data of the STAR 

Reading assessment with the data of the Degrees of Reading Power comprehension 

assessment (Renaissance Learning, 2015).  Developers of Renaissance Learning (2015) 

observed a raw correlation of 0.89 and an adjusted correlation of 0.96 between the two 

tests (p. 61).  Researchers compared the STAR Reading Assessment to the Stanford 

Achievement Test, Ninth Edition (SAT9), and found the average correlation was 0.82 

(Renaissance Learning, 2015, p. 91); and in second grade, 0.73 (Renaissance Learning, 

2015, p. 79).  Renaissance Learning applied the generic reliability estimation method to 

compute the internal consistency reliability for the STAR Reading assessment for each 

grade (Renaissance Learning, 2015).  The results indicated an overall reliability of 0.95, 

with a sample size of 69,738 (Renaissance Learning, 2015, p. 51); and for second grade 

the reliability was 0.90, with a sample size of 10,132 (Renaissance Learning, 2015, p. 

53). 

Research Participants 

      The secondary data consisted of 2nd grade student’s pre- and post-STAR Reading 

scores from 19 of the 21 elementary schools who implemented LLI (see Table 4).  The 

researcher did not use data from two of the 21 elementary schools, due to the fact one 

school had no 2nd graders and the other school had no 2nd graders who received LLI.  Of 

the 761 2nd grade students, 222 students received LLI.   
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Table 2 

 

Number of 2nd Grade Students by School  

School 2nd Grade  

Enrollment 

Number of 2nd grade LLI 

students 

1 52 14 

2 47 17 

3 35 9 

4 26 9 

5 39 10 

6 19 0 

7 46 11 

8 30 6 

9 38 9 

10 32 7 

11 40 12 

12 47 13 

13 38 10 

14 40 11 

15 32 12 

16 57 15 

17 40 13 

18 40 13 

19 52 21 

20 0 0 

21 30 10 

Total 761 222 

 

 

      The researcher sent 52 electronic surveys to potential participants in which 

approximately 51% (n = 21) of LLI teachers completed the survey, allowing the mixed-

methods study to exceed the definition of a qualitative study.  According to Fraenkel, 

Note: School and district information obtained from Missouri Department of Elementary & Secondary 

Education, 2016a. 



LEVELED LITERACY INTERVENTION ANALYSIS                                               74 

 

 

 

Wallen, & Huhn (2012), “in qualitative studies, the number of participants in a sample is 

usually somewhere between 1 and 20” (p. 103).  Based on the data obtained from the 

survey of participating LLI teachers (n = 21), most of the LLI teachers had teacher 

certification (71.43%) (see Table 5).   

Table 3 

 

Respondent Percentage of Teacher Certification Level of LLI Participants (n=21)  

Certification Level Percent Responded 

Certified 71.43% 

Non-Certified 28.57% 

 

However, only a few of the LLI teachers had Reading Certification (19.05%) (see Table 

6).   

Table 4 

 

Respondent Percentage of Reading Certification Level of LLI Participants (n=21)  

Reading Certification Level Percent Responded 

Reading Certification  19.05% 

Non-Reading Certification 80.95% 

 

  Over half of the LLI participates had taught for 11 or more years (52.38%) (see 

Table 7).  Of the 21 LLI teachers who responded, 12 indicated an interest to provide more 

information regarding the perception of LLI and agreed to participate in a follow-up 

interview.  However, the researcher only interviewed 10 LLI teachers, due to availability.   

The researcher also conducted interviews with selected SLT members of the 21 schools 

in the study (n = 10). 
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Table 5 

 

Demographic Characteristics of Years of Teaching LLI Participants (n=21) 

Years of teaching Percent Responded 

Less than 1 year 0 

1 – 5 years 4 

6 – 10 years 6 

11 – 15 years 6 

More than 15 years 5 

 

Relationship to Researcher 

 The researcher was the Principal at one of the Elementary schools where two of 

the participants worked.  Although, the researcher was not the evaluator of the two 

participants, to protect the integrity of the research and reduce coercion, the researcher 

removed identifying information from the survey after obtaining information used only to 

contact the participant for a follow up interview and/or classroom observation.  In the 

district, all LLI teachers reported directly to the Coordinator of School Intervention 

Programs.  The Director of Research and Evaluation within the researched school district 

provided the de-identified reading scores to the researcher for analysis upon request.   

Procedure 

      Prior to starting the study, the researcher received university IRB approval and 

permission from the school district to conduct the study.  After obtaining the list of LLI 

teachers, every LLI teacher received an email, which explained the study, clarified there 

were no anticipated risks associated with the study, gained consent, and provided the link 

to the survey.  
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      Completing the survey was voluntary and each participant had the option to not 

participate or withdraw from the study.  In addition, each participant could opt out of 

answering any question without penalty.  To protect the participant’s identity, the survey 

did not require the participant’s name, nor would the participant’s name appear in any 

publication resulting from the study; all information obtained remained in a locked 

location. 

      At the end of the survey, the participant had the option to provide a contact email 

address to participate in an interview and/or a classroom observation.  Once a minimum 

of 21 participants completed the survey, the researcher emailed all participants who 

provided a contact email address and agreed to have an interview and/or classroom 

observation.  An agreed upon time and date was set and each participant completed a 

consent form prior to the interview and/or classroom observation.  In addition, the 

researcher contacted the SLT members, explained the study, and requested participation.  

An agreed upon time and date was set and each participant completed a consent form 

prior to the interview.  

      Additionally, the researcher developed interview questions (see Appendix D & 

Appendix E) for the LLI teachers and the SLT members.  Both the LLI teachers and the 

SLT members had the same interview questions.  The interview questions consisted of 

six open-ended questions concerning how the participants perceived LLI.  The researcher 

recorded each interview session with the Apple Voice Memo app.  Then the researcher 

converted the recordings into a MP3 file and saved them to the cloud.  The researcher 

transcribed the responses of each participant to a Microsoft Excel document to categorize 

the participant responses.  Finally, the researcher coded and analyzed the responses to 
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determine common themes and categorized the responses to identify relevance to the 

study’s research questions. 

      Upon running the Qualtrics report on the survey results, 12 of the participants 

agreed to an interview and one agreed to an observation.  The interview consisted of a 

30-minute block of time with six questions related to how LLI teachers perceived LLI 

(see Appendix D).  Since the original research design included a minimum of six 

classroom observations, the researcher contacted Academic Instructional Coaches, a non-

evaluative district employee, to ask the LLI teacher if the researcher could observe a 

lesson.  The researcher obtained consent to observe five additional classrooms.  The 

researcher observed six LLI teachers for one 30-minute LLI lesson to a group of students.  

To gauge the fidelity of implementation, the researcher used Fountas and Pinnell’s 

Fidelity of LLI Implementation Tool (see Appendix F).  The researcher marked the 

teacher on a four-point scale; which ranged from zero (no evidence) to three (fidelity).  

The researcher was not the evaluator for any participant observed and did not place any 

identifiers on the Fidelity of LLI Implementation Tool. 

 All second-grade students, within the researched district, participated in the 

computerized STAR Reading Assessment August 2016 and again in May 2017, as a 

regularly-scheduled district reading assessment to determine students’ reading levels.  

Data stored on the Renaissance Learning web-based system served as secondary pre- and 

post-data.  The researcher received the de-identified secondary data from the researcher’s 

district Assessment Department.  The coding included the separation of the student data 

into two groups – students who received LLI and students who did not receive LLI, and 

data grouped students by school.  This allowed the researcher to compare schools.  The 
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coding process identified students according to letters and numbers; for example, ALS1 

(school A LLI student #1) and ANLS1 (school A non-LLI student #1). The population 

included 370 second grade students, who received LLI in the researched district.  The 

researcher conducted a stratified random sample to obtain data for analysis, with each 

school site represented as one stratum.  The researcher used the proportionate stratified 

method to calculate the sample size of each stratum; a random sample from each stratum 

using Excel software generated a sample size of 222 students.  The researcher performed 

a two-sample t-test for difference in means to determine potential differences in STAR 

scale score gains when analyzing student data in the two groups.  In addition, the 

researcher used a Pearson Product Moment Correlation Coefficient (PPMCC) to 

determine if a relationship existed between the fidelity scores of the schools and the 

average gain of the LLI students.     

Summary 

      Chapter Three provided background information on the researched school district. 

The researcher outlined the study’s research design, method, participants, and procedure 

of the study.  The purpose of this mixed-method research design was to determine a 

possible difference in STAR Reading scaled scores among 2nd grade students who 

received LLI and 2nd grade students who did not receive LLI, examine the perceptions of 

the LLI teachers and SLT members, and determine what level of fidelity teachers 

implemented LLI.  The researcher used an LLI teacher survey, Fidelity of LLI 

Implementation Tool (Appendix F), LLI teacher interview (Appendix D), and SLT 

interview (Appendix E). Student data included pre- and post-STAR Reading scaled 

scores. 
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      Chapter Four presents the statistical analysis of data for the hypotheses and 

qualitative analysis for the research questions developed for the mixed-method study.  

The researcher compared STAR Reading scaled scores of 2nd grade students who 

received LLI with those who did not receive LLI.  The researcher then examined the 

fidelity of implementation of the LLI program in the researched school district.  Finally, 

the researcher investigated the perceptions of the LLI program according to pertinent 

stakeholders.  Chapter Five includes the conclusions of the research study and 

recommendations for future research. 
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Chapter Four: Results 

Overview 

      The researcher examined LLI, a research-based program, then-currently 

implemented in an urban school district as a pull-out intervention to help increase student 

achievement for struggling readers.  The researcher was interested in finding a research-

based reading intervention program capable of meeting the needs of urban at risk-

students.  In addition, the researcher believed the study results contributed to the then-

current literature to assist school district administrators in making informed decisions 

when selecting a reading intervention program to increase reading achievement.  The 

purpose of the study was threefold: (1) to determine whether LLI led to a possible 

difference on STAR reading scale scores gained between 2nd grade students with reading 

difficulties who received LLI and 2nd grade students with reading difficulties who did 

not receive LLI; (2) to seek a possible relationship between LLI students’ growth on 

STAR Reading scaled scores and fidelity of implementation; and (3) to examine the 

perceptions of LLI according to LLI teachers and SLT members. 

     The researcher utilized a mixed-method design to address the hypotheses and research 

questions, incorporating both qualitative and quantitative data.  Qualitative data included 

responses to LLI teacher survey questions and interviews of LLI teachers and SLT 

members, for more in depth information.  The researcher recorded, transcribed, analyzed, 

and categorized interview responses.  Secondary quantitative data included STAR 

Reading pre-and post-scaled scores and observation of fidelity of LLI implementation.  

The researcher describes in Chapter Four the qualitative findings, according to the 

research questions and the quantitative findings, according to the null hypotheses. 
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Null Hypotheses and Research Questions 

 The researcher examined the following null hypotheses for this study: 

 Null Hypothesis 1: There is no difference in the individual STAR reading scaled 

score gained in 2nd grade students with reading difficulties who participate in LLI and 

2nd grade students with reading difficulties who do not participate in LLI, as measured 

by pre-and post-scores on STAR reading assessment  

  Null Hypothesis 2: There is no relationship in the mean STAR reading scaled 

score gain in 2nd grade students with reading difficulties and the fidelity of 

implementation mean observation score. 

  Research Question 1:  How do Leveled Literacy Intervention teachers perceive 

Leveled Literacy Intervention?  

  Research Question 2: How do SLT members perceive Leveled Literacy 

Intervention? 

Qualitative Analysis 

      Research Question 1:  How do Leveled Literacy Intervention teachers perceive 

Leveled Literacy Intervention?  

      The researcher chose an online survey and participant interviews as research tools 

to answer research question one.  The LLI teacher online survey had a participation rate 

of 21 of 52 (40%) and participant interviews resulted in a participation rate of 10 of 21 

(48%).  Interviewing the LLI teachers provided the researcher with additional insight.  

The researcher analyzed the survey responses and interviews to identify common themes, 

as a method of organizing the content, as it pertained to research question one.  
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      Three themes emerged from analyzing the data: (1) placement and exiting 

process, (2) student achievement, and (3) instructional decisions.  First, the researcher 

coded the data with the letter P, for placement, when the interviewee mentioned the 

student selection process or the process for exiting students from LLI.  Next, the 

researcher coded the data with the letter A, for student achievement, when the 

interviewee mentioned student progress, growth, and skills learned.  Finally, the 

researcher coded the data with the letter I, for instructional decisions, when the 

interviewee mentioned collaborating with the classroom teacher, grouping students, 

added support, and additional services.  

      Twenty-one LLI teachers completed an online survey as a comprehensive 

measure of implementation and measuring perceptions of LLI (see Table 8).  Most of the 

LLI teachers indicated a positive perception of the implementation of process within the 

school.  Overall, LLI teachers were most likely to ‘Agree’ or ‘Strongly Agree’ with the 

statement, ‘received adequate LLI professional development,’ ‘understood how to 

implement LLI,’ ‘implemented LLI with fidelity,’ ‘perceived LLI as positive related to 

student achievement,’ ‘had the necessary instructional materials needed to implement 

LLI with fidelity,’ and ‘felt supported from school administration’.  Further, LLI teachers 

indicated the ability to address the needs of students using LLI, communicated with 

classroom teachers about students’ academic progress, and perceived ongoing support if 

needed (85% ‘Strongly Agree’ or ‘Agree’).  
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Table 6 

 

Percentages of LLI Teacher Survey  

                       Survey question SA A D SD 

I have received sufficient professional development 

to implement LLI. 

 

 

52%      

 

 

43% 

 

 

0% 

 

5% 

I understand how to implement LLI. 

 

81% 

 

14% 0% 5% 

I implement LLI with fidelity. 

 

71% 

 

24% 

 

0% 5% 

LLI has increased student achievement. 

 

38% 

 

57% 

 

0% 5% 

I am able to address the individual needs of students 

using LLI. 

 

 

35% 

 

 

50% 

 

10% 

 

5% 

Instructional materials needed to implement LLI 

with fidelity are provided. 

 

 

57% 

 

38% 

 

0% 

 

5% 

I communicate with classroom teachers regarding 

the academic progress of students. 

 

 

48% 

 

38% 

 

10% 

 

5% 

I feel supported by administration. 

 

58% 38% 0% 5% 

If I have questions or concerns about LLI, I feel I 

can receive support. 

 

 

35% 

 

50% 

 

10% 

 

5% 

The administration protects the time needed to 

implement LLI daily. 

 

33% 

 

52% 

 

0% 

 

14% 
Note.  SA = Strongly Agree; A = Agree; D = Disagree; SD = Strongly Disagree 

      All respondents reported, ‘they would recommend LLI to other educators’ (see 

Table 9).  LLI teacher number two stated, ‘we saw progress at our school and I believe it 

was because LLI is a well thought-out and put together system.’ Furthermore, LLI 

teacher number five reported, ‘I think LLI is an amazing program and has played a vital 

role in helping the students improve their reading.’ 

Table 7 

 

LLI Teacher Recommendation Response  

Item Yes No 

Would you recommend LLI to other educators?   100% 0% 
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      The responses in Table 10 listed how LLI teachers identified the process for 

selecting students to receive LLI.  Two of the 10 (20%) LLI teachers administered the 

Benchmark Assessment System to the entire 1st through 3rd grade population to identify 

students for LLI; whereas eight of the 10 (80%) LLI teachers administered the 

Benchmark Assessment System to only students reading below grade level, based on 

other assessments.  All 10 (100%) LLI teachers noted a lack of inclusion for those 

students who already received special education services for LLI.  Nine of the 10 (90%) 

participants selected only the lowest preforming students for LLI. 

Table 8 

 

LLI Teacher’s Interview Responses Related to Student Screening and Placement  

LLI 

Teacher 

No. 

 

 

Interview Responses 

3 ‘Upon entering the new school year all students are assessed for 

their current reading levels, through teacher assessments and/or the 

district assessment.  Once the school has completed all testing, 

students who show significant struggles in reading and who are not 

receiving any other interventions, are then tested through the LLI 

Benchmark Assessment System.  The lowest performing students 

are then selected for LLI.’ 

  

4 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

‘In August, the students in first and second grade were administered  

the Benchmark Assessment System.  If a child’s instructional level 

is below grade level according to the Fountas and Pinnell 

instructional level expectations for reading and do not receive 

additional services, then they are identified as students who need 

reading intervention.  Students with the lowest scores are placed in 

LLI.’ 

 

 

6 ‘We do BAS benchmark testing at the beginning of the school year. 

. . I assess every student 1st – 3rd grade.  We place students who 

read on levels B or C and don’t receive special education services in 

LLI at the beginning of the year… Instead of taking students 

reading on level AA or A at the beginning of the year, we wait until 

later in the year to place them.’ 
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Table 10 continued.  

9 ‘Students who are not reading on grade level based on STAR 

Reading scores and are not in any other reading intervention 

program or in special education is administered the Benchmark 

Assessment System.  Students are then selected and grouped in LLI 

based on their needs.’ 

 

     The responses in Table 11 noted the LLI teacher’s criteria for exiting a student 

from LLI.  Nine of the 10 (90%) LLI teachers discussed analyzing student data from 

multiple sources to determine if the student was on grade level prior to exiting them from 

the LLI program.  However, only two of the 10 (20%) LLI teachers mentioned asking for 

input from the classroom teacher when deciding to exit a student.  Three of the 10 (30%) 

LLI teachers noted if students had not made adequate progress after 18 weeks of the 

program, the students exited the LLI program.  The LLI teachers then referred the 

students for special education services.  LLI teacher number four had to exit a student 

from the program, even though the student was not reading on grade level.  The teacher 

stated, ‘Although the student wasn’t on grade level, the student was more advanced than 

the other three students which caused the other three students to not receive the support 

they needed.’ 

      The LLI teacher’s feedback regarding LLI’s implementation and student 

achievement was mostly positive (see Table 12).  Ten of the 10 (100%) participants 

believed student literacy and student attitudes improved from receiving LLI.  LLI teacher 

number nine found it more difficult to exit 3rd and 4th grade students from LLI on grade 

level.  The teacher stated, ‘The older the students get, the harder it is to move them.’ 

Seven of the 10 (70%) participants discussed the increase in students’ reading confidence 

leading to an increase in student achievement due to multiple opportunities of success 

during LLI.   
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Table 9 

 

LLI Teacher’s Interview Responses Related to Exiting Students 

 

 

 

 

      

 

 

      

  

 

 

 

      

 

Reutzel and Cooter (2013) noted the important role motivation had on reading 

achievement.  Likewise, Beck (2014) indicated when struggling students experienced 

success at reading, self-efficacy increased and students became more motivated to read 

and more successful.  

  

LLI 

Teacher 

No. 

 

 

Interview Responses 

  3 

 

 

 

 

 

  6 

 

 

 

 

  

 7 

 

 

 

 

   

10 

 

‘Students are exited from the Leveled Literacy Intervention 

program if they have made enough progress to reach grade-level 

competencies.  This is based on running records, observing reading 

behaviors, STAR data, and benchmark assessments, as well as, 

communication with their teacher.’ 

 

‘A student may exit out of the LLI program… if they are 

determined to be reading on grade level. I look at multiple sources 

of data (STAR, running records and benchmark assessments) to 

support that they are on grade level before I exit them out of the 

program.’ 

 

‘Through the use of progress monitoring (running records and 

STAR assessment) we are able to see the student’s growth or if they 

are making progress and in what areas. Once students reached their 

individual goal, reading on grade level, and maintain it for a while, 

then they can exit out of the program.’ 

 

‘I keep them until they are on level.  I use running records to decide 

if they are on reading on grade level.  After 18 weeks, if a student is 

not on grade level, the classroom teacher and I will discuss referring 

the student for special education testing.’  
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Table 10 

 

LLI Teacher’s Interview Responses Related to Student Achievement  

 

 

 

       

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The responses listed in Table 13 describe how the LLI teacher’s school used 

student LLI data to guide instructional decision-making.  Ten of the 10 (100%) LLI 

teachers discussed using the LLI data daily, in some form to make instructional decisions 

during planning and during the actual lessons.  Also, 10 of the 10 (100%) LLI teachers 

LLI 

Teacher 

No. 

 

 

Interview Responses 

  2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  5 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  7 

 

‘I was able to see … how effective the system was.  Most of my 

students made progress and several surpassed my expectations.  Just 

as I was seeing progress so were my students.  The more they 

caught their mistakes and saw their own personal growth, the more 

enthusiastic they became.  They began to get a sense of 

understanding and not just thinking they couldn’t do it or that this is 

too hard.  My students became more confident and more willing to 

at least try to decode unknown words through several of the 

strategies we worked on daily.  They would even come back and 

tell me how they used a particular strategy in their classroom on a 

test or for homework.’ 

 

‘I see the growth and progress daily.  Most of the students in the 

program score 95% or above for accuracy and for comprehension a 

satisfactory or above.  I know student achievement is based on 

student running records, anecdotal notes, benchmark assessments, 

and STAR data but most importantly, I see the level of confidence 

in students increase and they start loving to read the books.’ 

 

‘In my experience, the LLI program has had a positive effect on 

student achievement and growth. A majority of the students’ STAR 

scores increased and all of the students that went through the LLI 

program this year increased their reading level.  I also see the 

student’s confidence in themselves and their reading has grown as 

they move throughout the program.’ 

 

9 ‘I have had a lot of 1st and 2nd grade students exit the program 

reading on grade level.  Classroom teachers have told me they 

notice my students using strategies they have learned in LLI, when 

reading difficult text.’ 
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reported sharing student’s LLI data with classroom teachers to use for grouping students 

in guided reading or small group instruction.  

Table 11 

 

LLI Teacher’s Interview Responses Related to Instructional Decision-Making  

 

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   Research Question 2: How do SLT members perceive Leveled Literacy 

Intervention? 

      The researcher chose participant interviews as the research tool to answer 

research question two.  The researcher interviewed 10 SLT members.  Interviewing the 

LLI 

Teacher 

No. 

 

 

Interview Responses 

  1 

 

 

 

 

 

  4 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  5 

 

 

 

 

 

   

‘I use the data to make daily instructional decisions, from what 

prompts to use to what word work to use.  Classroom teachers use 

the data to group their students for guided reading.  I also collaborate 

with the classroom teachers to support them on how to address 

student’s needs based on the data.’  

 

‘I use the data to determine LLI groups, to move students to a higher 

or lower group, to identify what skills students need extra support 

on, and to prompt students based on their errors.  The teachers and I 

collaborate about student’s progress and what areas teachers can 

work on with the students in the classroom, so we are working on the 

same skills.’ 

 

‘I share my data with all the teachers at the beginning of the year, 

because I assess all the students. They use it to help them form 

guided reading groups.  Throughout the school year, during our PLC 

meetings we analyze student data and I share student’s LLI data with 

the classroom teachers and provide instructional strategies needed to 

support the student’s needs.  When planning daily lessons, I am 

constantly using LLI data.’ 

  

  

8 ‘Teachers use the data in grouping students; for guided reading and 

instructional groups and meeting them where they are.  The LLI 

data also helps teachers see which areas students need support.  We 

also use the data in the RTI process as a base for additional testing. 
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SLT members provided the researcher with additional insight.  The researcher analyzed 

the interviews to identify common themes, as a method of organizing the content, as it 

pertained to research question two.  

      The same three themes emerged from analyzing the data: (1) placement and 

exiting process, (2) student achievement, and (3) instructional decisions.  Therefore, the 

researcher coded the data the same as the LLI teachers’ data.  First, the researcher coded 

the data with the letter P, for placement, when the interviewee mentioned the student 

selection process or the process for exiting students from LLI.  Next, the researcher coded 

the data with the letter A, for student achievement, when the interviewee mentioned 

student progress, growth, and skills learned.  Finally, the researcher coded the data with 

the letter I, for instructional decisions, when the interviewee mentioned collaborating 

with classroom teacher, grouping students, added support, and additional services. 

      The responses in Table 14 revealed how SLT members identified the process for 

selecting students to receive LLI.  One of the 10 (10%) SLT members’ school 

administered the Benchmark Assessment System to the entire 1st through 3rd grade 

population to identify students for LLI; whereas nine of the 10 (90%) SLT members’ 

school administered the Benchmark Assessment System to only students reading below 

grade level based on other assessments.  All 10 (100%) SLT members noted the LLI 

teacher did not consider students who already received special education services for 

LLI.  Ten of the 10 (100%) participants only selected the lowest preforming students for 

LLI. 
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Table 12 

 

SLT members’ Interview Responses Related to Student Screening and Placement  

     

 

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

      

 

     The responses in Table 15 noted the SLT member’s school criteria for exiting a 

student from LLI.   

Table 13 

 

SLT members’ Interview Responses Related to Exiting Students  

 

 

  

 

 

 

       

 

SLT 

Member 

No. 

Interview Responses 

  4 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

  7 

 

‘Our school’s process of selecting students to receive LLI is to 

assess all students in 1st – 3rd grade, using the Benchmark 

Assessment System.  Also, end of year Star Reading scores are 

compared with beginning of year Star Reading scores.  We also 

employ teacher-made assessments and recommendations.  This 

helps to identify students instructional and independent reading 

level, as well as, identify students reading 1 or more grade levels 

behind.  Our lowest performing students receive LLI, unless they 

are already receiving special education services.’ 

 

‘Every student takes the STAR reading assessment at the beginning 

of the school year.  Our LLI teacher administers the Benchmark 

Assessment System to students reading below grade level or teacher 

requested, but do not receive other services (Special education or 

small group pull-out intervention).  The LLI teacher starts with the 

students farthest behind in reading.’ 

 

SLT 

Member 

No. 

  Interview Responses 

  8 

 

‘We exit students out of LLI once they are reading on grade level 

and/or beyond and is proficient in comprehending and summarizing  

 

 

 

 

10 

 

stories using complete sentences.  We use the Benchmark 

Assessment System to verify that students are reading at their 

current grade level and/or beyond.  However, STAR data and 

classroom teacher input is considered before exiting the student.’ 

 

‘The LLI teacher and the homeroom teacher determine the goal for 

each student to reach in order to exit the program. The goal is 

usually a little above grade level, so the student wont regress 

without the intervention.  Once the student has met the goal, they 

are exited from LLI.’ 
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Eight of the ten (80%) SLT members discussed analyzing student data from multiple 

sources to determine if the student is on grade level prior to exiting them from the LLI 

program.  Seven of the 10 (70%) SLT members mentioned asking for input from the 

classroom teacher when deciding to exit a student. 

 The SLT members’ feedback of LLI’s improvement on student achievement was 

mostly positive (see Table 16).  Ten of the 10 (100%) participants believed student 

literacy improved from receiving LLI.  However, SLT member number three found a few 

students increased enough to exit out of LLI, because the students were reading on grade 

level based on the Benchmark Assessment System but struggled after being out of the 

program.  The SLT member stated, ‘The student’s reading level would increase, be exited 

it from LLI, but was still behind the majority of the class, which caused them to not 

continue to make the progress they needed.’   

Table 14 

 

SLT members’ Interview Responses Related to Student Achievement  

 

      

 

       

 

 

  

SLT 

Member 

No. 

 

 

Interview Responses 

1 ‘In my opinion students who participate in the LLI program 

improve their grade level reading.  They seem to get better at 

comprehending what they read and answer questions with 

great detail.  They also seem better at making inferences  

 regarding what they read and make text-text, text-self, text-world 

connections.  Our data from the Benchmark Assessment System 

shows most students made great gains.’ 

 

9 

 

‘When looking at the LLI data, our students in LLI are showing 

growth.  I have only noticed a few students who were not progressing 

at the trajectory needed to reach their goal in the allotted time (about 

18 weeks).  For those students, our team meets to discuss other 

interventions or referring for special education testing.  However, 

most of the students who receive LLI, seem to enjoy going to LLI and 

uses the strategies learned in LLI to decode unknown words.’ 
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 The responses in Table 17 listed how the SLT members’ schools used student LLI 

data to guide instructional decision-making.  Ten of the 10 (100%) SLT members 

discussed sharing student’s LLI data with classroom teachers to use for grouping students 

in guided reading.  Two of the 10 (20%) SLT members discussed using the LLI data 

daily, in some form to make instructional decisions during planning and during the actual 

lessons.  

Table 15 

 

SLT members’ Interview Responses Related to Instructional Decision-Making  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Quantitative Analysis 

 Null Hypothesis 1:  There is no difference in the individual STAR reading scaled 

score gained in 2nd grade students with reading difficulties who participate in LLI and 

2nd grade students with reading difficulties who do not participate in LLI, as measured 

by pre-and post-scores on STAR reading assessment.  

 The researcher examined STAR reading scale scores gained in 2nd grade students 

with reading difficulties who participated in LLI and 2nd grade students with reading 

difficulties who did not participate in LLI to determine a possible difference in STAR 

SLT 

Member 

No. 

 

 

Interview Responses 

  2 

 

 

 

 

   

 6 

 

 

‘The LLI teacher shares student’s progress and assessment data 

with classroom teachers. Teachers use the data to help develop 

guided reading groups.  Teachers are also provided with leveled 

readers for students participating in the LLI program that are 

utilized during guided reading lessons in the regular classroom.’ 

 

‘Data is shared and analyzed with the coach, LLI coordinator and 

the teacher to support the placement, movement, pace and 

differentiated learning in both the LLI class and the regular 

classroom.  Guided reading groups are formed using several data 

sources including LLI data.’ 
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reading scale scores gained.  As discussed in Chapter Three, the researcher used the 

beginning of the year STAR reading scale scores as pre-scores and end of the year STAR 

reading scale scores as post-scores.  The difference between the pre- and post-scale 

scores indicated the amount of gains for each student. 

 The researcher conducted a two-sample t-test for difference in means comparing 

STAR scale score gains of the 2nd grade students with reading difficulties who received 

LLI intervention to the 2nd grade students with reading difficulties who did not receive 

intervention.  A preliminary test of variances revealed the variances were not equal (see 

Table 20).  There was not a significant difference between the growth of the LLI students 

(M = 87.290, SD = 72.640) and the growth of the non-LLI students (M = 86.307, SD = 

77.268); t(221) = 0.150,  p = 0.8808. There was not enough evidence for the researcher to 

reject the null hypothesis, which suggested no difference in the growth between the two 

groups of students. 

Table 16 

 

T-Test LLI Students and Non-LLI Students  

 LLI             Non-LLI 

Number 222 324 

 

Mean 

 

87.290 86.307 

 

Standard Deviation 

 

72.640 77.268 

 

df 

 

221  

 

P-value (two-tail) 

 

0.2417  

 

t  0.510  
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 Null Hypothesis 2:  There is no relationship in the mean STAR reading scaled 

score gain in 2nd grade students with reading difficulties and the fidelity of 

implementation mean observation score. 

 The Fidelity of LLI Implementation Tool involved a targeted, 30-minute 

observation of LLI implementation (n = 10 observations).  Table 18 illustrates the 

frequencies for each item on the Fidelity of LLI Implementation Tool, as observed during 

the visits.  The results indicated over 90% of the time the researcher rated 16 of the 18 

components as ‘Approaching Fidelity’ or ‘Fidelity’.  The highest rated lesson 

components consisted of the following: use lesson goals to plan, familiarize the student 

with the meaning of the text, scaffold the child’s use of meaning, language, and visual 

information in text, have students read the entire text softly or silently, samples oral 

reading and support effective problem-solving strategies, invites students to talk about the 

meaning of the text, guides children in ‘hands-on’ word work, and uses magnetic letters, 

word and picture cards to reinforce letter words (M = 3.0). The lowest rated lesson 

component included ‘uses language from When Readers Struggle to expand students’ 

thinking’ (M = 1.5).  Overall, the average rating across all lesson components of the 

Fidelity of LLI Implementation Tool was 2.72.   

 The data in Table 19 showed the average fidelity score for the LLI teachers 

observed teaching a 30-minute LLI lesson.  The researcher rated each teacher from zero 

(no evidence) to three (fidelity) on each lesson component and recorded the total average 

of fidelity for each teacher.  All 10 LLI teachers averaged between “Approaching 

Fidelity” and “Fidelity”. 
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Table 17   

 

Summary of Fidelity of LLI Implementation Tool Ratings (n=10)  

                       Item 0 1 2 3 Average 

Fidelity 

Score 

Goals for Lesson 

 

Teacher uses the lesson goals to plan. 

 

 

 

0%      

 

 

 

0% 

 

 

 

0% 

 

 

100% 

 

 

3.0 

Rereading Books 

 

Teacher invites students to reread 2-3 

previously read books. 

 

 

 

 

0% 

 

 

 

 

10% 

 

 

 

10% 

 

 

 

80% 

 

 

 

2.7 

Teacher utilizes language to teach for 

effective strategic actions. 

 

 

0% 

 

 

20% 

 

 

40% 

 

40% 

 

2.2 

Phonics/Word Work 

 

Teacher uses concise language to introduce 

a phonics principle. 

 

 

 

 

0% 

 

 

 

 

0% 

 

 

 

 

20% 

 

 

 

80% 

 

 

 

2.6 

Teacher uses a visual to highlight the 

principle 

 

10% 

 

0% 0% 90% 2.7 

New Book 

 

Teacher familiarizes the student with the 

meaning of text. 

 

 

 

0% 

 

 

 

0% 

 

 

 

0% 

 

 

 

100% 

 

 

 

3.0 

 

Teacher scaffolds the child’s use of 

meaning, language, and visual information 

in text. 

 

 

0% 

 

0% 

 

0% 

 

100% 

 

3.0 

Teacher adjusts the support needed for 

students to process the text  

 

 

0% 

 

0% 

 

20% 

 

80% 

 

2.8 

Students read the entire text softly or 

silently. 

 

0% 0% 0% 100% 3.0 

Teacher samples oral reading and support 

effective problem-solving strategies 

 

0% 

 

0% 

 

0% 

 

100% 

 

3.0 

                                                                                                               Continued 

  



LEVELED LITERACY INTERVENTION ANALYSIS                                               96 

 

 

 

Table 19 continued.      

Teacher refers to Prompting Guide, for 

helpful language while students read the 

text. 

 

 

0% 

 

 

10% 

 

 

20% 

 

70% 

 

2.4 

Teacher invites students to talk about the 

meaning of the text. 

 

 

0% 

 

 

0% 

 

0% 

 

100% 

 

3.0 

Teacher looks for evidence of student’s 

ability to think about the text. 

 

 

0% 

 

0% 

 

20% 

 

80% 

 

2.7 

Teacher uses language from When Readers 

Struggle to expand student’s thinking. 

 

 

30% 

 

10% 

 

30% 

 

30% 

 

1.5 

Teacher selects a specific teaching point to 

explicitly teach for effective strategic 

actions. 

 

 

0% 

 

0% 

 

10% 

 

90% 

 

2.9 

Teacher uses Prompting Guide, for helpful 

language for teaching points. 

 

Letter/Word Work 

 

 

0% 

 

10% 

 

20% 

 

70% 

 

2.5 

Teacher guides children in “hands-on” 

word work. 

0% 0% 0% 100% 3.0 

      

Teacher uses magnetic letters, word and 

picture cards to reinforce letter words. 

 

0% 

 

0% 

 

0% 

 

100% 

 

3.0 
Note. 0 = No Evidence; 1 = Some Evidence; 2 = Approaching Fidelity; 3 = Fidelity 
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Table 18 

 

LLI Teacher Fidelity of Implementation Tool Mean Score (n=10)  

LLI Teacher Mean Score 

1 2.67 

 

2 

 

2.94 

 

3 

 

2.72 

 

4 

 

3.00 

5 

 

2.78 

 

6 

 

2.89 

7 

 

2.28 

8 

 

2.78 

9 

 

2.72 

10 2.44 

 

 The researcher examined mean STAR reading scaled scores gained in 2nd grade 

students with reading difficulties who participated in LLI and fidelity of implementation 

mean observation scores to analyze a possible relationship between the two variables.  

The researcher conducted a Pearson Product Moment Correlation Coefficient to 

determine if a relationship existed between the fidelity scores of the schools and the 

average gain of the LLI students.  Figure 3 displays the results, which illustrated the 

Pearson Product Moment Correlation Coefficient (r = -0.042) did not prove to be 

significant, t(8) = 0.119, p = 0.9083 and revealed no relationship existed between the 

variables.   
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Figure 3.  Correlation of Fidelity Scores and Average gain of Scale Score of the LLI 

Students. 

Summary 

      Chapter Four presented the mixed methods approach of qualitative and 

quantitative data collected for the study.  LLI teacher survey responses, both LLI and 

SLT interview responses, fidelity of implementation observations, and STAR reading 

scale scores gained supported findings for the research questions and null hypotheses.  

The following three themes emerged from analysis of the data: (1) placement and exiting 

process, (2) student achievement, and (3) instructional decisions.  The results of the 

qualitative research revealed an overall satisfaction of the LLI program.  On the survey 

and in the interviews, LLI teachers agreed LLI was beneficial to students and 

recommended LLI to other educators. Both Null Hypotheses were not rejected, indicating 

no difference and no relationship. In Chapter Five, the researcher discusses the results of 

the study, implications and recommendations for school districts, along with future 

studies.   
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Chapter Five: Discussion and Reflection 

Introduction 

      At the time of this writing, school districts constantly struggled and sought ways 

to narrow the achievement gap in literacy, and as early as prekindergarten as educators 

across the United States continuously searched for instructional strategies and programs 

to meet the needs of diverse learners (Gergersen & MacIntyre, 2014).  To promote 

equitable educational opportunities and close the achievement gap, Congress enacted 

laws aimed to hold states, school districts, administrators, and educators accountable for 

student achievement (Braun et al., 2010; Chudowsky et al., 2009; EPERC, 2015; ESSA, 

2015).  

      The researcher conducted this study to determine a difference in STAR reading 

scaled scores among 2nd grade students with reading difficulties who received LLI and a 

like group of 2nd grade students with reading difficulties who did not receive LLI.  The 

researcher also examined the perceptions of the LLI teachers and SLT members on the 

LLI program.  Additionally, the researcher conducted observations to determine fidelity 

of reading implementation.  Furthermore, the researcher sought to analyze a possible 

relationship between the mean STAR reading scaled score gain and the fidelity of 

implementation.  The researcher believed the findings from the study could possibly 

assist school district administrators in making informed decisions when selecting a 

reading intervention program to increase reading achievement. 

      To determine a difference in STAR reading scaled scores, the researcher analyzed 

the pre- and post-STAR reading scaled scores for struggling 2nd grade readers who 

received LLI and those who did not receive LLI.  In addition, to determine a possible 
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relationship between student achievement and fidelity of implementation, the researcher 

examined the 2nd grade students who received LLI and the fidelity of implementation 

mean observation score.  To gain a better understanding of the perceptions of the LLI 

teachers and SLT members, the researcher examined data from the LLI teacher’s online 

survey and LLI teachers and SLT members’ interview regarding implementation and 

their perception of LLI. 

Research Questions and Hypotheses 

  The researcher examined the following two hypotheses and two research 

questions: 

  Hypothesis 1:  There is a difference in the individual STAR reading scaled score 

gained in 2nd grade students with reading difficulties who participate in LLI and 2nd 

grade students with reading difficulties who do not participate in LLI, as measured by 

pre-and post-scores on STAR reading assessment.  

  Hypothesis 2:  There is a relationship in the mean STAR reading scaled score 

gain in 2nd grade students with reading difficulties and the fidelity of implementation 

mean observation score. 

  Research Question 1:  How do Leveled Literacy Intervention teachers perceive 

Leveled Literacy Intervention?  

  Research Question 2:  How do SLT members perceive Leveled Literacy 

Intervention?  

Discussion of Findings 

 Hypothesis 1:  There is a difference in the individual STAR reading scaled score 

gained in 2nd grade students with reading difficulties who participate in LLI and 2nd 
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grade students with reading difficulties who do not participate in LLI, as measured by 

pre-and post-scores on STAR reading assessment.  

      The analysis and examination of the STAR reading data did not support 

Hypothesis 1. The t-test mean growth score of the LLI students was 87.290 and the non-

LLI students was 86.307. Although the reading growth, pre- and post-STAR reading 

scaled scores did reveal an observable minor difference, no significant difference existed. 

The research findings were inconsistent with other studies concerning implementation of 

LLI to increase student outcomes (Ransford-Kaldon et al., 2013).  The researcher 

believed the results supported the need for early identification of students struggling with 

early literacy skills and the importance of intervention as early as possible.  As mentioned 

in Chapter Two, identifying students who were struggling readers early in elementary 

school and providing intervention immediately revealed an increase in academic 

outcomes (Catts et al., 2016).   

      Hypothesis 2:  There is a relationship in the mean STAR reading scaled score 

gain in 2nd grade students with reading difficulties and the fidelity of implementation 

mean observation score. 

      Hypothesis 2 was not supported by the data. Through analyzing reading 

achievement scores and fidelity of implementation, utilizing a PPMCC, the researcher 

found no relationship between STAR reading scaled scores and fidelity of 

implementation of the LLI program.  As the fidelity of implementation mean observation 

score increased, no positive or negative gain in the student STAR scaled score occurred.  

      Overall, the observation data suggested teachers implemented LLI with a high 

level of fidelity across the researched district.  On the survey, 95% of the LLI teachers 
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perceived the training as adequate, understood how to implement LLI, and implemented 

the program with fidelity.  Nearly all lesson components obtained high fidelity ratings in 

most of the observations conducted for the study.  Additionally, data from the LLI 

fidelity tool indicated the lowest fidelity rating was the lack of utilizing the language 

from the supplemental, When Readers Struggle: Teaching That Works, guide.  

Furthermore, the results indicated a need for additional professional development on 

literacy strategies for both LLI teachers and classroom teachers.  Strong evidence from 

studies showed evidence-based instructional strategies improved student achievement 

(Zinskie & Rea, 2016).  Students’ reading comprehension increased when teachers 

utilized proven instructional strategies and eliminated unsuccessful instructional 

strategies (Wieman, 2014).  

  Research Question 1:  How do Leveled Literacy Intervention teachers perceive 

Leveled Literacy Intervention? 

 The researcher asked six specific questions during the interviews with 10 LLI 

teachers.  All six questions evaluated LLI teacher perceptions about the LLI program. 

Overall, the LLI teachers in the study promoted LLI and believed the program increased 

students’ literacy.  LLI teachers conveyed an understanding of the components of LLI 

and how to implement the program; received the instructional materials needed to 

implement LLI; and felt supported from the district, LLI coordinator, building 

administrator(s), and classroom teachers.  In addition, the LLI teachers reported not only 

did the students’ reading level increase, based on the Benchmark Assessment Systems, 

students became more fluent readers, used strategies learned to help decode words, 

noticed and corrected mistakes while reading, and most importantly became more 
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confident in reading.  Many LLI teachers noted the importance of the home component; 

where students received ‘take-home’ books to help build fluency and reinforce learning at 

home.  LLI teachers also indicated students learned the routines quickly and had high 

engagement because of the fast-paced lessons. However, the LLI teachers struggled to 

complete the lessons in the recommended 30 minutes. 

 Research Question 2:  How do SLT members perceive Leveled Literacy 

Intervention? 

 To gain the school leadership-level perspective of LLI implementation, the 

researcher asked the SLT members the same six questions as the LLI teachers regarding 

individual perceptions about the LLI in school. Survey results indicated the participating 

schools used similar criteria to determine the student selection and exit processes.  The 

selection criteria included below grade level Benchmark Assessment System score; 

below grade level on STAR reading score, and students who received special education 

services.  Whereas the exit criteria involved the LLI teachers using multiple sources, 

which included Benchmark Assessment System score, STAR reading score, running 

records, and teacher input.  Although many SLT members believed LLI improved most 

students’ reading levels, teachers exited some students who did not progress enough to 

meet the expected goal from the program and made recommendations for further 

intervention or starting the special education referral process. 

      Overall, the SLT members’ perception of LLI was generally positive and they 

believed the program benefited struggling readers at school.  SLT members noted, 

students enjoyed going to LLI and appeared engaged in the lessons.  According to several 

SLT members, instructional strategies and prompts from LLI improved teachers’ learning 
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and instruction in reading with struggling readers.  Many SLT members used LLI 

teachers to provide professional development to classroom teachers on instructional 

strategies learned from LLI to support struggling readers in whole classroom settings and 

during PLC meetings to share instructional strategies with classroom teachers.   

Program Recommendations for District 

      The study revealed no significant increase in students’ reading on levels from 

receiving LLI nor a relationship between student outcomes and fidelity of 

implementation.  However, the results suggested an increased level of literacy strategies 

and reading confidence levels.  The researcher had recommendations for the researched 

school district; continued implementation of LLI which could improve instructional 

strategies and ultimately student achievement.  

      The researcher recommended when possible, the researched school district should 

identify and provide LLI to all students reading below grade level, starting in 

kindergarten.  As mentioned previously, students who developed the core reading 

components early become proficient readers (Ellery, 2014; Stancel-Piatak, et al., 2013).  

Moreover, researchers agreed early identification and intervention was essential for 

struggling students to succeed in school and in life (Hall & Mahoney, 2013; Regan et al., 

2015; Turse & Albrecht, 2015). 

      For LLI to lead to increased academic achievement in the researched school 

district, additional professional development opportunities on instructional reading 

strategies to address the varied needs of students for both LLI teachers and classroom 

teachers would need to occur.  Fountas and Pinnell (2009) strongly recommended the 

When Readers Struggle: Teaching That Works guide, in conjunction with LLI and in 
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regular classrooms.  Fountas and Pinnell (2009) also noted the importance of building 

consistency, “Both classroom and intervention teachers need to know that it is the 

combination of their efforts that will help struggling readers” (p. 1).  In addition, ongoing 

and regular professional development for LLI teachers would help deepen teacher 

learning and skills and provide time for collaboration and reflection; consequently, 

increased student achievement. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

       The researcher had several recommendations for future research to obtain new 

information and possibly improve results due to the unanticipated results of the study, 

particularly not finding a difference between students who received LLI and students who 

did not receive LLI.  Future research should duplicate this study to analyze subgroups, 

such as gender and race.  Fountas and Pinnell (2012) recommended 1st and 2nd grade 

students receive 18 weeks of LLI instruction.  One limitation of the study was the number 

of days and length of time students received LLI instruction, due to student and teacher 

absences, delay in testing and placement, and school and district factors (e.g.; district-

wide assessment days, school-wide events, holidays, and school administrators assigning 

LLI teachers to other duties).  Therefore, future research on LLI should include more data 

collection on the number of days students received LLI instruction and the number of 

weeks each school implemented LLI.   

      Another limitation of the study was the researcher could not regulate 

administration of the STAR reading assessment, for which the school district had 

guidelines as to when schools must administer the assessments.  Therefore, the researcher 

used the available STAR reading data provided by the researched district, which meant 
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the timing of exiting LLI and administration of the STAR assessment varied widely 

amongst the students.  As a result, the LLI group of students may have exited from the 

program, and then, also received other supplemental literacy interventions prior to the 

Post-STAR assessment, which varied from school to school, thus limiting the findings.  

Hence, the researcher’s recommendation to administer the post-test to the LLI and non-

LLI students immediately following the LLI program. 

      As mentioned in Chapter Two, studies showed significant gains in both rural and 

suburban K-2 students’ literacy skills, who participated in LLI (Harrison et al., 2008; 

Peterman et al., 2009; Ransford-Kaldon et al., 2011; Ransford-Kaldon et al., 2013).  At 

the time of the study, Ransford-Kaldon et al. (2013) concluded LLI positively increased 

urban students’ reading achievement, specifically in kindergarten and 1st grade.  The 

researcher recommended additional qualitative research to evaluate LLI in K-2 grades in 

an urban school setting.  

Conclusion 

      Extensive amounts of research documented the significance of providing early 

intervention to struggling students to improve long-term achievement (Scholin et al., 

2013; Catts et al., 2016; Kieffer & Vukovic, 2013; Weddle et al., 2016).  Furthermore, 

research showed students who obtained fundamental literacy skills, such as phonemic 

awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension, early become more 

successful learners (Stancel-Piatak et al., 2013).  Conversely, students with limited basic 

literacy skills struggled to keep up with peers.  Students unable to read at grade level fell 

further behind peers academically and continued to fall with each passing grade (Brown, 

2014; Kaminski et al., 2015; Stancel-Piatak et al., 2013; Vagi et al., 2017). 
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      Research showed, with early intervention targeted to improve core reading skills, 

the achievement gap closes (Ransford-Kaldon, et al, 2013).  The goal of LLI was to 

accelerate struggling students’ progress with the intent to increase reading skills up to 

grade level, so early reading problems did not become long-term deficits (Fountas & 

Pinnell Literacy, 2017).  Overall results based on five major then-current studies 

indicated LLI resulted in a neutral to positive relationship between LLI participates and 

student outcomes (Hanover, 2016).   

      The researcher sought to evaluate the LLI program in an urban school district to 

help close the achievement gap between students’ reading levels and reading on grade 

level.  The study attempted to determine if reading scores increased due to participating 

in LLI.  In addition, the study attempted to establish a possible relationship between the 

increase in students’ literacy skills and fidelity of implementation.  The researcher 

analyzed qualitative and quantitative data, specifically LLI teacher survey data, LLI 

teacher and SLT member interview responses, fidelity of implementation tool, and pre- 

and post-STAR reading scaled scores, to determine to what extent LLI would increase 

struggling students’ literacy skills.  Although this study did not support the literature on 

significant reading gains for struggling readers who received the intervention compared 

to peers (Ransford-Kaldon et al., 2013), the study added to the body of research on 

teacher and administrator perceptions of the program and the researcher gained beneficial 

information to further consider regarding district implementation. 
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Appendix C:  Teacher's Perception Survey  

 

Part I 

Are you a certified teacher? 

If no, how many years have you worked in Education? 

If yes, how many years have you taught?  

Do you have your Reading Certification? 

Part II 

How many groups of LLI do you have daily? Choose an item. 

How many LLI teachers are in your school?  Choose an item. 

 Strongly 

Agree 

Agree Disagree Strongly 

Disagree 

I have received sufficient professional development to 

implement LLI. 
    

I understand how to implement LLI.     

I implement LLI with fidelity.     

LLI has increased student achievement.     

I am able to address the individual needs of students 

using LLI. 
    

Instructional materials needed to implement LLI with 

fidelity are provided. 
    

I communicate with classroom teachers regarding the 

academic progress of students. 
    

I feel supported by administration.     

If I have questions or concerns about LLI, I feel I can 

receive support. 
    

The administration protects the time needed to 

implement LLI daily. 
    

 

Part III 

Would you recommend LLI to other educators?  Choose an item. 

If interested in participating in a follow up interview and/or classroom observation, please check the 

options below.  

_______ Yes, I’d like to be contacted for a follow up interview on Leveled Literacy. 

_______Yes, I’d like to be contacted for a classroom observation. 

 

Contact email address: -

______________________________________________________ 
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Appendix D - Interview Questions - Teachers 

 

Interview Questions for Teachers: 

1.  Describe your school's process of selecting students to receive LLI. (RQ 1) 

2.  Describe your school’s process of exiting students out of LLI. (RQ 1) 

3.  Describe how your school uses LLI data to guide literacy instruction. (RQ 1) 

4.  Describe your experience with LLI and student achievement. (RQ 1) 

5.  Describe any additional practices implemented in your school that you perceive  

altered the student’s reading level. (RQ 1) 

6.  Is there additional information you would like me to know regarding LLI? (RQ 1) 
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Appendix E:  Interview Questions - SLT  

 

Interview Questions for SLT: 

1.  Describe your school's process of selecting students to receive LLI. (RQ 1) 

2.  Describe your school’s process of exiting students out of LLI. (RQ 1) 

3.  Describe how your school uses LLI data to guide literacy instruction. (RQ 1) 

4.  Describe your experience with LLI and student achievement. (RQ 1) 

5.  Describe any additional practices implemented in your school that you perceive  

altered a student’s reading level. (RQ 1) 

6.  Is there additional information you would like me to know regarding LLI? (RQ 1) 
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Appendix F:  Fidelity of LLI Implementation Tool 
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