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Abstract

The purpose of this study was to examine the possible research-based constraints or variables that affect middle school students’ reading.  The research design was conducted over a four week period.  The data collection represents a mix-method of both quantitative and qualitative research regarding the struggling reader.  The sample group of 13 students from Jurupa Middle School and Grace Yokley Middle School were either randomly selected or specifically selected.  The sample group was very diverse.  Students represented African-American, Hispanic, Caucasian, Special Education and General Education and other students of color that struggle with reading.  Students were administered a pre-test and post-test using the Analytical Reading Inventory.  The study considered research-based premises and observed for the same with a look at a lack of hands on experiences or the way culture affects the struggling reading.  Other contributing factors of SocioEconomic Status, English Language Learner, low parental involvement, low school attendance, and self-esteem were observed.  Direct teaching strategies were pulled from the survey and interviews of colleagues.  Various instructional materials and interventions included: reciprocal teaching, partner reading, group reading, SRA Curriculum Reach Program, and Accelerated Reader.   The research shows significant differences as a result of direct instruction methodology.  The demographics and reading inventory results show an increase of one grade level reading skills evident during the study.
INTRODUCTION

General Statement
What are the cultural links to struggling readers?  What methodologies can be 
used to effectively teach or empower the struggling reader?  Today in classrooms across 
the United States there is an alarming number of struggling readers who are African 
American, Hispanics, and other students of color.  However, there are many factors that 
may contribute to a reader who is struggling.  According to Kao and Thompson (2003), 
ethnic and immigrant group differences, genetic differences, cultural differences, ethnic 
cognitive differences, grades, and low parent involvement are key components to the 
struggling reader.  
Furthermore, the trend for teaching reading has changed immensely. For instance, 
in the 1990s the whole language approach was adopted and implemented in education. 
These were programs not linked to phonemic awareness. Today the emphasis is on 
phonics because researchers have found that it was a more effective approach when 
teaching reading. Based upon our understanding of the latest research, the trend 
changed because many students learned vocabulary words but they had difficulty 
decoding unfamiliar words. Therefore, educators deemed it necessary to teach phonics by 
using several programs related to the task.  Some used Zoo Phonics, others used Rock n 
Learn Phonics, and another group used Hooked on Phonics.  In essence, researchers are 
more in favor of phonics versus whole language. 
              Teachers work with struggling readers on a daily basis and many become frustrated when trying to accommodate these students.  While many may try to improve their teaching practices, others might look for various solutions to find effective tools in order to help students acquire the necessary skills for reading.  Reading is a major part of learning that provides many benefits and it is very important for teachers to teach in the classroom.  Reading enables students to build their vocabulary, improve spelling and speaking skills, builds imagination and keeps the mind active. 


                                         
Unfortunately, there are a variety of causes for underachievement in reading. The most common ones we researched thus far includes the absence of effective reading role models and life experiences, the acquisition of reading skills, specifically phonics and comprehension, visual processing, and learning disabilities. The purpose of our research is intended to identify problems our students face in reading. Once the problems are identified, we will have better strategies for assisting the students, we will monitor their progress, we will provide intervention instruction, and evaluate their achievement or inability.  Some effective strategies and programs that have been successful in schools around the country will also be identified in this paper.  
Review of Literature
This section of our research will be a discussion of related literature. The first part 
of the review will discuss factors that identifies struggling readers. The next section of 
the literature review identifies cultural factors that contribute to struggling readers. 
Another part of the literature review includes proven strategies and programs to help 
those who struggle with reading. The last section will contain literature to support the 
models we would like to see implemented in classrooms of students who struggle with 
reading.                                                  
Identifiers
            Children who struggle with reading may be experiencing difficulty with visual tracking, eye teaming, double vision, and the ability to communicate what they see or do not see. Struggling readers are those who cannot make meaning from what they read. “Everyday of their waking lives, children who cannot read demonstrate the adequacy of their memories (Martin, 1989, 22).” If poor memory was really a factor then it would manifest itself in ways other than a diagnostic reading test. Work should be implemented to specifically improve such weaknesses. Many children may appear to find remembering conveniently difficult at school. This may be a result linked to the lack of confidence in reading. Memorization can also demonstrate challenges. Teachers may want to emphasize the significance of memorizing sight words since they will be encountered frequently in text. Sight words can be reinforced by posting them on a word wall in the classroom.       

Factors
             Research reveals that there is a connection between parental involvement, race, 
ethnicity, immigrant difference, socioeconomic background, and students who struggle 
with reading (Kao & Thompson 2003). Also, in relation to children’s developmental 
level, interaction differences have been associated with cultural factors such as 
SocioEconomic Status (SES) and ethnicity. Students that struggle with reading are said to 
be minorities. The gap of accomplishment between African Americans and Caucasians 
dates back many years and has received practical attention and theoretical discussion. 
Much discussion of subsequent ethnic groups’ academic follows similar types of 
arguments. An overview of recent experimental research on racial, ethnic, and immigrant 
differences in educational achievement and attainment was studied. Understanding race, 
ethnic, and immigrant variation in educational achievement and attainment is more 
important than ever as the US population becomes increasingly diverse. Results from 
Slavin’s (2000) report show that African-American and Latino students may be 
particularly responsive to improved quality instruction, and that with a variety of 
educational interventions it maybe possible to substantially reduce or eliminate the 
persistent achievement gap.
Portes, Cuentas, and Zady (2000) states that parent-child interaction and its 
relation to children’s intellectual achievement is presented. Children need sufficient 
role models. These role models explain the purpose of reading. Role models for children 
are those who can successfully explicate and teach developmental purposes for reading. 
Without efficient role-models, students normally receive limited exposure to literature, 
vocabulary, and figures of speech or common everyday phrases. 

Children often struggle in reading because they lack two skills: phonics and comprehension. Most would agree with the Report of the National Reading Panel (1999) which states systematic phonics instruction produces significant benefits for students in kindergarten through sixth grade and for children who are having difficulty learning to 

read. The research states that there is an abundance of strategies to assist students who struggle with reading. Through this project we want to discover how to address the needs of the struggle readers. The more exposure students have with reading, the better chance they will have to become a proficient reader. 
Strategies
             In a study researched, six teachers and four reading specialists were interviewed 
about what they believed to be essential when teaching struggling readers. There were 
considerable areas of agreement. According to the educators and the established 
programs, the necessary components of effective reading programs include 1) phonics 
instruction, 2) listening comprehension, 3) reading comprehension, 4) tutoring 
opportunities, and 5) extending reading from the classroom to the home. 
          All ten educators agreed that phonics was the number one skill that struggling 
readers lacked. Likewise, it was interesting to observe that the majority of instructional 
time in the five programs is dedicated to word recognition and fluency through explicit 
phonics instruction. Listening comprehension was also identified by the educators as an 
essential skill to be taught. They suggested that teachers intentionally teach listening 
skills. They also stated that teachers can serve as role models by showing students how to 
figure out unknown words, monitor comprehension, and use self-questioning. 
            A good way for teachers to recognize if a student has problems with reading is if 
there is a lack of concentration. A student might become disruptive, exhibit visual and 
memory discrimination, as well as learning disabilities. Martin (1989) provides important 
information about the identification of reading problems and ways to help. If a child 
exhibits a lack of concentration in reading a teacher must then provide intrinsically 
interesting and relevant activities for students. In addition, work must be free from 
connotations of extrinsic failure or success. A child with reading difficulty needs support 
in order to read the sorts of books which will provide their own motivation. 

            Phonics instruction is significant because it helps children understand that spoken words are made up of identifiable sounds and that sounds are represented in print by letters.  It also teaches blending sounds and word patterns. Examples that can be used to strengthen students blending skills are activities that change one letter to make a new word and audiotapes that focus on specific sounds and blends. 
          An elementary school had the lowest first and second grade readers screened for such vision problems and found that the majority of students had at least one vision difficulty. One way to strengthen visual processing is to use eye exercises. Students can be asked to color in all sections of a drawing or a design that contain two dots. Although this may sound like a simple task, those who experience vision difficulty can find it challenging. Vision alphabet timing can strengthen visual perception as well. In this exercise, a teacher reads the letters of an alphabet in order. The students circle the letter the first time they see it while reading through a passage. They can be timed during this exercise and later with other selections to see if their speed and accuracy improve. 
        Like all children, struggling readers learn in different ways. Reading classrooms that include kinesthetic, musical, or other modalities can enhance learning. Not only can students benefit from learning in different ways, they also benefit from different groupings. Some suggestions include having partner activities, buddy reading, independent, and teamwork. Learning is a social endeavor (Allington, 1998, 62). Classroom organization works as a teaching tool. It works to optimize children’s opportunities to be in control of their learning and to be in participants in culture creation.  

        Reciprocal teaching is an effective strategy that helps students with learning disabilities. It is a strategic approach that fosters student interaction with text being read (Sousa, 2005, 143). This approach involves one leader. Students and teachers take turn in the process. The leader’s first responsibility is to pose a question after part of the text is read. Students interact with text through questioning, summarizing, clarifying, and predicting. No matter how struggling readers are grouped or what modalities are used to teach them readers need to hear it, see it, say it, and write it before they can learn it. To meet the needs of struggling readers one must first identify the problem. After the problem is identified, provide instruction to meet individual needs, offer a rich motivating environment for learning, monitor progress, and evaluate instruction (Carlisle, 2004). Every day several teachers work diligently trying to assist students with reading problems overcome their difficulties. They are also a number worldwide programs that can help. On the surface, successful programs for the prevention of reading problems may seem expensive but they are very cost efficient when compared with the costs involved in remedial efforts. 
Research Questions

          What are the Cultural links to struggling readers?  What methodologies can be used 
to effectively teach or empower the struggling reader?  In this qualitative study strategies 
from the active research will be investigated.  It is to be expected that these strategies will 
improve the struggling reader’s ability to read and comprehend. The foreshadowed 
problem is subject availability and time restraints.
Definitions of Terms

            For this study the following definitions are applicable. Struggling readers are 
those who find it hard to grasp the relation of spoken and written language, children who 
lag behind peers in standard American English language, and children with limited 
preschool experiences with written texts or rich exposure to language (Carlisle, 2004). 
Students were assessed using the Analytical Reading Inventory (ARI) developed by Mary 
Lynn Woods and Alden J. Moe. The ARI is an informal, individualized reading inventory 
that provides a convenient passage layout enabling an examiner to collect comprehensive 
data about a reader’s specific strengths and needs in direct relationship to the standards 
and indicators that describe reading competency. The ARI identified those who were 
having difficulties with reading. Reading involves making sense of a printed text through 
the use of the graphophonic, semantic, syntactic, and pragmatic cueing systems. The 
graphophonic system allows the reader to use sounds and symbols to decode print. The 
semantic cueing system allows readers to make sense of a text. Syntactic cues involves 
the use of grammar, punctuation, genre, and level of text difficulty to decode at the word, 
sentence and paragraph level. The last cueing system, pragmatic, involves the use of the 
reader’s primary and secondary discourse communities. Each of the four cueing systems 
is interconnected and work together to help a reader make sense of a text. 
Elkonin Boxes is a strategy mentioned by a middle school teacher who was 
surveyed. Elkonin Boxes are an instructional method used in the early elementary grades 
to build phonological awareness by segmenting words into syllables or sounds. She uses 
the boxes so that students can practice segmentation. SRA is a leveled reading program 

structured to increase fluency and accuracy by providing students with the opportunity to 

practice reading at their own level. The Accelerated Reader (AR) program is a guided 

reading intervention in which teachers are closely involved with students reading. It 

involves two components, the AR software and the AR best classroom practices. The AR 

software is a computerized supplementary reading program. AR Best Classroom 

Practices are a set of recommended principles on guided independent reading.
Significance of study

The United States population is changing from a predominant white culture to that 

of a majority of minority groups. In California, Hispanics are now the majority, and 

represent the largest growing minority population across the nation. This change in trend 
signals the urgency of educating our future work force.  Now more than ever it is critical 
that minority students are educated and prepared to work. Therefore, effective reading 

skills are necessary tools for life.
Our schools and our education system have to be at the forefront of this 

movement of change in our society.  Unfortunately, many minority groups are not 
succeeding in school.  The gap in academic achievement between African-American and 
Latino children and their white peers is arguably the most important of all educational 
and social problems in the U.S. (Slavin, Madden 2001). These differences translate 
directly into differences in high school graduation rates, college attendance and 
completion, and ultimately the differences in income and socioeconomic status that 
underlie our most critical social problems in the U.S. (Slavin, Madden 2001).  For 
example, teenage pregnancy rates are highest among minorities, jails are filled with males 
from both groups, and minority enrollment in college is low. 

The only way we as a society will be able to change the tide is to focus on 

educating the youth of these groups. “Reading along with mathematics, is the one 

content area that is being used to determine student achievement nationwide (NCLB, 

2003). Overall, reading achievement has failed to improve during the past 10 years, as 

described by the most recent report of the National Assessment of Educational Progress 

(Campbell 2005).  After gathering these facts we should all be aware of the necessary 

urgency of teaching effective reading in our country.
Our group decided it was important to identify strategies and practices that would 

increase reading skills for struggling readers in minority populations.  In this group 

research project we will address several methodologies that can be used to effectively 
teach and empower the struggling reader. Some of these methodologies include the use of 
intervention programs and reading assessments. For this study, struggling readers are 
identified within the parameters of African American students, Hispanic students, 
students in Special Ed and General Ed students who struggle with reading. One major 
reason that these students are not reading successfully is because they lack background 
knowledge and an adequate vocabulary from which to build upon in order to make 
connections from written words to actual real-world situations (Sullivan, 2007). 
This comment causes one to wonder about the influence culture has on reading in 
general as it relates to vocabulary development, reading materials and  style of instruction 
for struggling readers. “Some researchers have argued that schools fail to take advantage 
of the cultural and personal assets of African American students and there have been 

demonstrations, in various innovative schools and in laboratory research, that culturally 
consistent instruction can be beneficial to African American students.”(Slavin, Madden 
2001) In general, this statement could be applied to the scope of struggling readers 
mentioned above. 

In this applied research project, a cross sectional survey was designed to 

investigate secondary teachers’ beliefs, attitudes and reported practices related to reading 

skills of struggling readers. For practical experience, we had students participate in ARI, 

a well known reading assessment instrument. The students received pre and post testing 

to evaluate their progress over four weeks. The results of the survey and the ARI 

assessment are contained in this report. The finding from this report are community based 

and will open the door to further research in the area of culturally based reading 

programs, strategies and practices for all struggling readers.
DESIGN OF METHODOLOGY

Subject Case

         Our study was conducted at two middle schools.  The student population consisted of Jurupa Middle school, and Grace Yokley Middle School.  This study was conducted to examine struggling and/or striving readers.  The factors that contributed to the reading deficits were parallel to the focus of the paradigm that suggests low income communities, genetic difference, cultural differences, ethnic cognitive differences, grades, low parent involvement, poor attendance, and English Language Learners (ELL) according to our investigation.  Research suggests various methodologies to increase, improve, promote, or better the reading skills of individual struggling readers.  
           Our plan for this case study was to examine the research based information which identify struggling readers and support the educational learning strategies for a struggling reader.  The ethnological breakdown for this study includes nine Hispanic, (four general education, five special education) two African American, and two Caucasians whom are emotionally disturbed or a total of 13 students in the mixed study.
General Education readers were randomly selected by three general classroom teachers that notice their reading inadequacies.  The special education students were purposely selected to note any parallels of their reading issues to our research findings.  Once the parallels were found the suggested strategies were put in place for educational support.  Successful supportive research-based teaching strategies were applied to the re-teaching methodology before the post activities.  The desired outcome of the research noted an increase in applied reading skills of the struggling reader.

          We decided to use the ARI Form B assessment because it had the major components we needed to successfully assess the students in our research groups. The ARI is also used at California State University San Bernardino Literacy Center to assess incoming students for the tutorial program. ARI determines a students reading ability through word list, oral reading, silent reading, and listening.
           Interventions suggested from the interview surveys include Johnston Inventory, Woodcock-JohnsonIII, Elkonin Boxes, SRA Curriculum Reach Program, Read 180, Accelerated Reading, and Edmark Reading Program. Research views AR as one of the leading reading curriculums. AR improves fluency and comprehension skills. The AR program is a computer based program that helps the reader monitor his/her growth through a point system.  Colored coded reading books are available in school libraries, on the readers level to reinforce what the students are learning on the computer program. The color code is designed to help the readers stay within their reading ability. Other techniques offered were pair learning or placing an ELL student beside a general education student, literary center, selective instructional leveled reading materials, reciprocal teaching, partner reading, and group reading.
          Each team member worked in areas of their interest and strength.   Lisa developed 
the general statement, put the research questions together and wrote the final conclusion.  
Sylvia compiled the results of the Review of Literature, defined the definitions and terms, 
and presented the limitations of design.  Jackie was in charge of the significance of study, 
presented the data treatment, and outlined further recommendations.  Gwen and Lula 
described the subject’s case, data collections, and reported on the presentation of findings. 

Also, Gwen and Sylvia proofread the research and made the necessary adjustments. 
Overall, all of the group members participated beyond the call of the duty. We put over 
40 hours of group work into this project outside of the classroom.
Data Collections

              This data represents the sequence of events for the controlled group of 
handicapped students. For instance, the data included snapshots of time where the 
specific knowledge, skills, and abilities were assessed over a period of four weeks.  In 
addition, in order to determine appropriate strategies for the control group we will 
determine the ability of the struggling readers. Although the students with moderate to 
severe disabilities tend to score low on inventory reading assessments, this study will 
present the results based upon pre and post test results and prove that our research and 
strategies are valid.

The Analytical Reading Inventory was adopted because it was utilized in schools 
where two of our researchers work.  Parent and school administrator permission were 
acquired prior to testing students. The ARI is an informal reading assessment instrument 
used to record, analyze, and summarize data about how a reader processes text. For our 
research purpose we utilized ARI’s form B (narrative) preprimer through level nine over 
the other available forms. The assessment has ten components; reading interviews, word 
lists/initial placement, prior knowledge/prediction analysis, oral reading miscue analysis, 
fluency analysis, retelling/summary statement analysis, comprehension question/reader 
text relationship analysis, cueing systems: miscue analysis, quantitative and qualitative 
analysis developing a multidimensional profile and a summary of results.  See 
appendix for summary of instrument. This assessment provides specific standards based 
data that classroom teachers, reading specialists and school psychologist can use to focus 
instructional decisions and report progress.

Data Treatment

1) A reading skills survey was handed out and completed by 18 reading 
and language arts teachers.  The teachers responded to six questions.
a. There was one scaled question and the remaining five questions required 
short answer responses.  The questions are listed below:

i.  What in your opinion constitutes a struggling reader?
ii. How can one be best identified?

iii. Are there cultural factors that contribute to struggles in reading?

iv. Are their biases recognized in test administration?
v. Are there any research-based curriculums to lend support to the struggling reader?

vi. What interventions and strategies are in your reading program?

vii. Comments

b. The responses were analyzed and tabulated for common findings. See 
findings table.

c. The logistical procedures for the administration of the ARI are as follows.  
Students were tested on Form B for vocabulary. Then the students were 
given a readers passage to check reading skill levels as independent, 
instructional or frustration. Direct teaching was used to instruct students 
during their reading period one hour daily for four weeks. Follow up 
utilized story telling, comprehension items and writing predictions. At the 
end of the four weeks a post test was given and three of the five students 
moved by one grade level on the ARI.

d. A second group was used as a control group to check validity and 
reliability of the assessment tool.  
Presentation of Findings
Our demographics and findings are reported via the chart below. The chart below 

represents the ethnic break down in the first ARI research study. Thirteen students, both 

males and females from two schools participated in the study.

[image: image1.emf]Study Demographics

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

Caucasian African

American

Hispanic

Ethnicity

Quantity

Male

Female


Initially, a control group of 7th grade moderate/severe students were assessed by 

the Analytical Reading Inventory (ARI) as a pretest.  This assessment was given in mid 
October.  On the pretest three of the four students scored on the primary level. One of the 
students scored on the first grade. Over the four week period all of the students were 
reading various low readability high interest books, such as, All New Easy True Stories, 
two to three times a week, alone with the reading selections from the ARI. 
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By the end of the four weeks two of the students excelled to the first grade level. 

The student who was on the first grade level was elevated to the second grade level. Only 

one of the students in the study group stayed on the primary level.  However, that 
particular student was able to pronounce more of the primary vocabulary words.  For 
instance, on the pre-vocabulary test, the student missed nine out of 20.  In contrast, on the 
post vocabulary test, the student missed three of the vocabulary words.  In addition, the 
improvement of all the students were noticed when they read the passages of the ARI.  
The student’s reading comprehension improved, but unfortunately, the comprehension 
improvement was not as noticeable as the reading fluency.
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Responses to the reading skills survey were summarized and tabulated into chucks and coding. Question 2: Reading Skills Survey Questionnaire example:

	Respondents
	
	Q2: How can one be best identified?


	Oral reading
	Comprehension
	Cultural factors
	Writing skills

	1
	
	Observation and writing skills
	
	
	
	X

	2
	
	Low vocabulary skills/poor wd recognition
	X
	
	
	

	3
	
	Lack comprehension skills
	
	X
	
	

	4
	
	Oral reading and comprehension responses
	X
	X
	
	

	5
	
	Language barriers
	
	X
	X
	

	6
	
	Cultural factors
	
	
	X
	

	7
	
	Oral reading skills
	X
	
	
	

	8
	
	Basic Reading test
	X
	
	
	

	9
	
	Unwillingness to participate
	X
	X
	
	

	10
	
	Reading inventory
	X
	X
	
	

	11
	
	Poor pronunciation skills
	X
	
	
	

	12
	
	No comprehension after reading
	
	X
	
	

	13
	
	Student hesitations during readings
	X
	
	X
	

	14
	
	Observation and using a running record
	X
	
	
	

	15
	
	Comprehend phonics and morphology
	X
	X
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	Rankings
	1
	2
	3
	4


Limitation of Design
              Reading programs being used in resource rooms lacked the effective interventions needed for learning the alphabetic principle and for developing skills in word recognition and text decoding (Sousa, 2005, 141). There is relatively little research on how social capital differentially affects the educational achievement and attainment of race, ethnic, and immigrant. Students from various backgrounds are mentioned in our research however, time did not permit us to discover more critical information that would further support cultural diversity and its effect the struggling the reader.
Conclusion

         In examining the research and case studies conducted in this paper, we have demonstrated that our research and strategies are valid.  There was an increase in applied reading skills where interventions or instruction took place.  The highest level of growth was found in the Moderate/Severe students who were included in the study. All of the moderate to severe students improved by three to six months over a four week period.  Two of the students excelled to the first grade level from the primary level, while the first grade level student excelled to the second grade level.  Only one student stayed on the same level but still showed an increase in vocabulary words on the post test.


According to the Reading Skills Survey that eighteen Reading and Language Arts Teachers completed, oral reading was cited as how struggling readers could best be identified. Our research also shows that the cultural links to struggling readers are low parental involvement, ethnic and immigrant differences, ethnic cognitive differences, low income communities, and cultural differences.  The methodologies that can be used to effectively teach or empower the struggling reader are phonics instruction, reciprocal teaching, reading computer software, accelerated reading programs, group reading, pair reading, and literacy centers. 

Recommendation

We further recommend that teachers, educators, administrators, and parents 
continue to seek out new and effective strategies to help struggling readers, while being 
mindful that all reading programs are not created equal. Educators must also be aware of 
the cultural differences and embrace these differences to help students achieve. In 
addition, we must take into consideration learning styles, and be aware of multiple 
cultural background and intelligences when implementing strategies for the struggling 
reader. 
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