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CHAPTER 1.  INTRODUCTION


Introduction to the Problem



This study seeks to explore the effectiveness of the Comprehension Instructional Sequence (CIS), a model for comprehension instruction designed by Just Read Florida and the Northeast Florida Education Consortium (NEFEC).  The purpose of this case study is to examine the roots of the model, including research-based best practices in reading that can be tied to its development.  This study will go on to explore the use of CIS within Florida classrooms, and teachers’ perceptions regarding the effectiveness of this model as a means for fostering students’ understanding of text. It is anticipated that this study will inform future modifications of CIS, as well as shape training and implementation practices throughout the State.  In addition, it is also anticipated that research into this model will allow it to be shared with teachers nation-wide. The research within this study will employ a qualitative, case study methodology to explore the aforementioned phenomenon.  Participants in this study will include a purposefully selected group of teachers in participating school districts across the state of Florida. 



This chapter begins with a look at the background of the problem that frames the study. Following this information is the problem statement, purpose, and rationale behind the study.  Also included are the specific research questions framing the study, the significance of conducting a study of this nature, as well as a discussion of terms relevant to the study.  The chapter concludes with the researcher’s assumptions for and possible limitations to the study, and a look at how the remainder of the study will be organized. 


Background of the Study


When President George W. Bush signed the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) act in January 0f 2002, pressure was put on public elementary and secondary schools to increase student achievement (Darling-Hammond, 1999; Ohanian, 2009), particularly in the area of reading, where all students in public schools are expected to be reading on grade-level by 2014. To that end, ongoing investigation of best practices in reading instruction has become prevalent throughout classrooms across the country.  Private and public organizations are continually conducting research on the strategies and approaches that best meet the needs of students of reading. Depending on the specific area of need, there is a vast amount of research-based instructional models for students at every level, ranging from quick mini-lessons utilizing materials on hand, to fully developed, scripted curriculum programs (Allington, 2001; Strickland, et. al, 2002; Tompkins, 2003). The over-arching goal for all of these instructional approaches is to foster a deeper, more meaningful understanding of text from all readers.


Statement of the Problem

Throughout public schools across the country elementary students are required to achieve a passing score on the reading portion of state-mandated, standardized tests. Those who do not obtain a passing score are often retained. Typically, those students will be placed with a different teacher, and will receive small-group instruction that goes beyond the regular curriculum. These efforts occasionally are proven to be successful, and the students in question are able to obtain a passing score the second time around.  However, not all students are successful.  Moreover, repeating students often continue to struggle with reading throughout the remainder of their education. 


Vast research exists regarding best practices in reading instruction and intervention. Additionally, extensive funds have been funneled toward reading programs, and educator training. Despite all of these efforts, students are not improving significantly (Just Read Florida, 2010).   Moreover, an increasing number of students who just barely meet grade level benchmarks in reading one year do not maintain this level of achievement; in fact they tend to fall below grade level during the following year. This phenomenon is so prevalent that in the state of Florida they have been given a label; they are called “resisters/regressors” to instruction and intervention efforts (NEFEC, 2010). These ‘resisters’ are growing in numbers nation-wide, creating grave concern for failing educators, struggling administrators, and uninformed policy makers at the district and national levels.  The financial and educational ramifications of misplaced funds in ineffective intervention practices could be in the hundreds of millions of dollars with tens of thousands of students poorly serviced.  


This study addresses the growing number of intervention resisters. According to Torgenson (2000), despite a massive, nationwide investment of both dollars and time toward intervention, resisters remain a “lingering problem”. Does the answer lie in the purchase of pre-packaged intervention kits and/or ancillary materials? Almost every textbook company that publishes a reading curriculum - including top-grossing companies Houghton Milflin Harcourt, Pearson Scott Foresman, and McGraw-Hill (Dewitz et. al., 2009) – include targeted comprehension instruction, as well as separate materials for intervention. These materials are often not included in the “standard” textbook package, and require additional investment upon adoption.  Districts across the country are operating on shoestring budgets, and are simply unable to invest any more funds into such efforts. Perhaps educators need even more intensive training in reading instruction/intervention for struggling students. Standards are becoming even more rigorous with the plans for implementation of Common Core Standards by 2013, and the stakes are high in Florida with the Race to The Top initiative (US Department of Education). Organizations such as Reading First and the Florida Reading Initiative have provided, and continue to offer, countless opportunities for educators to improve their expertise in meeting students’ needs. Teachers are improving, but the same cannot be said for all students. Money and time continue to be invested, but the problem of resisters remains. 

 Purpose of the Study


This study seeks to explore the effectiveness of the Comprehension Instructional Sequence (CIS), a model for comprehension instruction designed by Just Read Florida and NEFEC.  The purpose of this case study is to examine the roots of the model, including research-based best practices in reading that can be tied to its development.  This study will also explore the use of CIS within Florida classrooms, and teachers’ perception of the effectiveness of this model as a means for fostering students’ understanding of text.  It is anticipated that this study will inform future modifications of CIS, as well as to shape training and implementation practices throughout the state, possibly nation-wide.  


CIS was created in 2010 by Just Read Florida and NEFEC, and is based on best practices such as reading/thinking aloud (Beck, 2001. Hall, 2004), active listening (Shany, 1995), extended discussion of text (Applebee, 2003), as well as question generation and graphic organizers of text (Therrien, 2006. Margosein, 1982). The CIS model is a multi-step sequence for attacking text, which provides students with multiple exposures to a single reading selection. It is designed to move students from basic recall to high levels of proficiency and interaction with all types of text, with the teacher gradually releasing control of learning and comprehending text to the students. CIS can easily be utilized with all types of text, and in fact was designed for use by all students, in all content areas. 



In 2010, 31 districts across the state of Florida (including 15 NEFEC districts) were introduced to CIS. Initially, all participating districts received one day of training on the model and continue to be provided follow-up support. Participants in the initial training were asked to return to their individual school sites to provide training/support for the implementation of CIS. At this point, CIS training/implementation occurs only upon district request, however it has been included in Florida’s Next Generation Content Area Reading-Professional Development (NGCAR-PD) for secondary schools.  Additionally, there are no procedures in place for measuring districts’ fidelity to the CIS model, nor are there avenues for teachers to provide feedback on their perceptions of the model’s effectiveness. This study seeks to closely examine these factors, with the anticipation that the outcome will pay a key role in modification and further implementation.   

Rationale


A review of reading scores on the 2009-2010 administration of FCAT reveals a significant trend (JRF, 2010.).  While overall students’ scores were improving, a growing number of students who had previously obtained a level 3 – and were considered to be reading on grade level – had dropped to a level 1 or 2. Scoring at a level 3 on previous administrations indicates that at one point these students were able to decode words efficiently and comprehend what they had read, thus making them proficient readers.  Unfortunately as they progressed through the grades, they have been unable to maintain a level of proficiency in reading necessary for meeting grade level expectations.  Students who have demonstrated proficiency in the past need support in vocabulary development and the ability to comprehend complex texts more deeply. For these students, there is a need for more rigorous and complex strategies in comprehension instruction.


The aforementioned data indicates a need for a new approach to comprehension instruction. Previous research-based best practices in reading have shown that students need a differentiated approach to reading instruction, one that encourages students to think more deeply about text in all content areas. Additionally, students must engage in reading on a regular basis, and apply metacognitive awareness to their understanding of all texts. Finally, students need to write about what they read in order to support their understanding of text.


The CIS approach is a multi-step model that incorporates the aforementioned best practices.  In theory, this approach should accomplish the goal of providing rigorous, differentiated instruction in comprehension while exposing students to a wide variety of texts. At this point, CIS has been introduced to a large number of districts throughout the state of Florida. It is not known, however, how many of these districts have actually implemented this practice, nor if it has been implemented with fidelity.  Along those lines there has been little to no indication of whether teachers are finding CIS to be a worthwhile strategy in tackling the problem of resisters, or if they feel modifications are necessary. This study seeks to address these unknown factors, in the anticipation that the outcome will play a role in making the model more effective.  


Research Questions and/or Hypothesis 

The primary research question for this study is: How do teachers perceive the effectiveness of the CIS in meeting the problem of resisters in reading comprehension? CIS was developed specifically to tackle this growing problem, and though it is based on proven best practices in reading, its effectiveness in this area is not known. The specific questions that will inform this research include the following: 


· What are teachers’ perceptions of the effectiveness of the CIS when it is used as a tool for intervention in the area of comprehension?  Whereas teachers are the ones who are implementing this model, it stands to reason that they would be the best resource for gauging its effectiveness. 


· How rigorously has CIS been implemented within the districts identified by NEFEC and JRF?  Almost a year has passed since this model was first introduced through these organizations’ initial workshops/trainings on the CIS model. It is not known if the model has been fully implemented within those districts, nor if the steps of the model are being followed with fidelity. 


· What modifications would teachers who are using CIS suggest in order to make the model more effective in meeting the needs of comprehension intervention resisters? Teachers are the key to the success of the model. Any changes they have made in the format (the number of steps in the process, as well as the materials used) or timing (the order in which steps are implemented, the number of minutes spent on each step, whether all steps are completed in one class period), presumably have been made in the best interest of students. These modifications need to be identified, compiled into one study and shared with all parties involved with the development and implementation of the CIS model.   


Through interviews, field notes and journals, this study will explore what teachers think about their use of CIS in meeting the needs of students who could be classified as resisters to intervention efforts. 


Significance of the Study


This study examines the problem of intervention resisters as identified by Just Read Florida and the Northeast Florida Education Consortium (2010). The increase in the number of students who fall into this category is a growing problem in the state of Florida. Previous efforts at addressing the problem have included the purchase and implementation of costly intervention curriculum materials, as well as countless hours of training for all stakeholders in public school settings (Wanzek & Vaughn, 2009).  Despite all these efforts, the problem of resisters remains, resulting in growing frustration on the behalf of administrators, teachers, parents and the students themselves.


Whereas CIS is a relatively new model for teaching comprehension, little research exists on the model itself. Therefore, this study will also address the Comprehension Instructional Sequence itself. It will closely examine its roots in best practices, the background of those involved with its development, and the processes involved with presenting and implementing the model in Florida school districts.


Finally, and most importantly, this study will explore the effectiveness of the model in addressing the problem of resisters. The lens for this exploration will focus on the teachers who have implemented the model, if they are using it with fidelity, and any changes they would make to the processes involved in its implementation within the classroom. Ultimately, this aspect of the study will answer the question of whether teachers feel the model is an effective tool for increasing the depth to which students, particularly those who struggle with comprehension, are able to interact with text.


The information presented in this study could aid district and school administrators, as well as teachers, in future efforts toward meeting the needs of struggling readers, resisters in particular. Should the results of this study indicate that CIS is not effective in addressing the aforementioned problem, stakeholders will want to abandon it for something that is.  However, if results indicate that CIS is effective in meeting the needs of resisters, it could serve as an exodus for further implementation across the state of Florida and possibly nationwide.  


  Definition of Terms


 There are number terms that are important to this study. As such the following terms will be operationally defined: 

Best Practices. Instructional methods and strategies, which are authentic, student-centered, and designed to meet the needs of all ability levels.  (Zemelman, 2005).



Comprehension Instructional Sequence (CIS). A three-step process developed by Just Read, Florida (JRF) and the Northeast Florida Education Consortium (NEFEC), created in order to foster students’ interaction with text. (JRF and NEFEC, 2010).


Florida Comprehensive Achievement Test (FCAT). “The FCAT began in 1998 as part of Florida's overall plan to increase student achievement by implementing higher standards. The FCAT, administered to students in Grades 3-11, consists of criterion-referenced tests (CRT) in mathematics, reading, science, and writing, which measure student progress toward meeting the Sunshine State Standards (SSS) benchmarks. During the 2010-11 school year, Florida will begin the transition from the FCAT to the FCAT 2.0 and Florida End-of-Course Assessments”. (www.fldoe.org).


Just Read, Florida (JRF). Just Read, Florida is a division of the Florida Department of Education, that was launched in 2001. It is a reading initiative that “prioritizes reading in Florida’s public schools. JRF is based on research-proven best practice in reading, and focuses their efforts on providing training and guidance to educators, parents and community stakeholders (www.justreadflorida.com, 2001).


Northeast Florida Education Consortium (NEFEC). NEFEC is a non-profit educational service agency designed to help small school districts in northeast Florida meet educational goals.  There are currently 15 member districts and 30 participating districts in NEFEC.  NEFEC offers training and other services to smaller districts who would otherwise be economically unable to do so themselves. (www.nefec.org.).


Resisters/Regressors (Used interchangeably by JRF and NEFEC). A category of struggling readers identified by JRF in 2010. This category is comprised of students who continue to struggle with reading, despite aggressive intervention efforts.  Also, the category includes students who have previously attained a passing score on the FCAT, but whose scores have fallen below grade level in subsequent administrations of the exam (NEFEC, 2010).


Team Read. Team Read was formed in 2010, through a partnership with JRF and NEFEC. As a part of NEFEC’s reading initiative, Team Read is aimed specifically at providing training and support geared toward meeting the needs of struggling readers, specifically those known as resisters.  (www.nefec.org.).


Assumptions

The following assumptions are present in this study:


1. Participants are teachers who have received training on CIS, either through NEFEC, or workshops conducted by colleagues at the district or school level. When CIS was introduced in 2010, it was assumed that the educators/administrators/reading coaches who participated in the Team Read professional development series would then provide training to participating schools in each district.


2. Participants in the study will use CIS on a consistent basis.  In order for the results of this study to be true and accurate, participating teachers must utilize CIS regularly in the classroom, so that students are fluent in the processes of the model.


3. Participants’ responses throughout the course of the study will be true and accurate to the best of their knowledge, and data recorded through journals will be done so in a timely manner, i.e., as each CIS session is completed. 


4. The results of the study, along with any modifications suggested by participants, will be utilized by JRF and NEFEC in order to improve the effectiveness of the CIS model.  Little is known about how this model actually works “in the trenches”; the assumption is that the results of this study will shed a light on a previously unanswered question.


Limitations

The following limitations will be present in this study:


1. Where this study is qualitative in nature, it will not include test scores or state-administered assessment results.  The focus of this study is on teachers’ perceptions on the effectiveness of the CIS model, i.e., how well it engages struggling readers/intervention resisters in the reading process, and how well it encourages them to think more deeply about text. Therefore, this study will not explore a correlation between the use of CIS and assessment data.


2.  The results of this study will be achieved through the researcher’s interactions with a representative population.   It is impossible to collect data from every teacher in the State of Florida who utilizes CIS.  However, a carefully selected population, with representatives from multiple grade levels from schools in both affluent and economically disadvantaged communities, will assure that the results are representative of all schools utilizing the CIS model. 


3. Whereas this study is qualitative in nature, the data collected will be generated from human reactions, perceptions and opinions.  This represents a challenge that quantitative studies, which are based in “hard data” do not encounter; in short, it is possible that a teacher’s emotions may influence his or her participation in the study.  In order to assure that the results of this study are true and accurate, data will be collected from three sources, journals, field notes and focus-group discussions.  Through this triangulation of data collection, and accurate picture of the effectiveness of CIS will result. 


Nature of the Study 


This study will be qualitative in nature. It will employ a constructivist, case study methodology.  The case study will examine a bounded system (CIS), with a multi-site data collection approach.  Data will be collected from a purposefully selected group of teachers who have implemented the CIS model in grades three through five, throughout the state of Florida. Both large, urban and smaller, more rural districts will be represented, so that data will reflect a wide population.


Data will be collected through focus groups, and field notes. In addition, one teacher from each grade level will be asked to keep a journal for six weeks, where they will reflect each time they use CIS, and comment on the effectiveness of the model in engaging students to think more deeply about what they have read. The study will be ongoing over a period of three months, with the intention that the multiple sources of data will reveal in the participating teachers a clear pattern of perceptions on the effectiveness, and need for modification to the CIS Model. 


Organization of the Remainder of the Study


Chapter 1 of this study began with a look at the circumstances that evoked the development of CIS, specifically the growing problem of intervention resisters/regressors in the area of reading, as indicated by recent FCAT scores (JRF, 2010). The overarching goal of this study is to examine how the implementation of CIS has, according to teachers’ perceptions, addressed this problem and whether it has encouraged students to think more deeply about what they are reading. This chapter also discussed the significance of a study of this nature, the rationale behind conducting the study, and specific terms related to the study. It also examined the nature of the study itself, and addressed assumptions and limitations related to the study. 

Chapter 2 of this study will review the literature related to best practices in reading instruction, specifically those related to comprehension.  It will also examine the background of CIS and JRF. Chapter 3 will provide the research methodology to be used within the study, along with research instruments, data collection methods, limitations to study, and sample population. Chapter 4 will report the data collection and analysis, while Chapter 5 will provide results, conclusions, and recommendations for further study.

