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Poverty is the largest correlate of reading achievement.  If you know how many children in a school qualify for free/reduced price lunch, you can make a fairly accurate guess about their test scores.  Schools with large numbers of poor children seldom achieve their goals for end-of-grade literacy tests.  In 2005, Siren published a meta-analysis of the relationship between SES and academic achievement.  This meta-analysis included all studies published in refereed journals between 1990 and 2000.  Based on this meta-analysis, Siren concluded that the effect size showed a medium level of association between SES and academic achievement when individual students were the variable.  When schools, however, were the variable, the effect size between SES and academic achievement was large.  Both effect sizes were significant beyond the .01 level.
Classrooms and Teachers that “Beat the Odds”


While poverty and achievement are highly correlated, everyone recognizes that some teachers consistently get better-than-expected results from their students.  One of the first studies to actually observe what was happening in classrooms to determine effective classroom practice was conducted by Michael Knapp in 140 classrooms in moderate to high poverty areas of California, Ohio and Maryland (Knapp, 1995). After two years of observations, Knapp concluded that classrooms with the highest achievement gains were classrooms in which teachers:
· Emphasized higher-order meaning construction more than lower-order skills.

· Maximized opportunities to read.

· Integrated reading and writing with other subject areas.

· Provided opportunities to discuss what was read.

A team of researchers headed by Ruth Wharton-McDonald (Wharton-Mc-Donald, Pressley & Hampston, 1998) carried out the first extensive observational study to determine what actually happens in the classrooms of outstanding first-grade teachers.  


Based on their observations and interview data from the three classrooms with the highest achievement, they concluded that the teachers in the highest achieving classrooms:
· Integrated their skills teaching with reading and writing.

· Used every minute of class time well.  

· Used lots of scaffolding and coaching—providing support but always trying to get the “most” out of every child.

· Constantly emphasized self-regulation and self-monitoring.  

· Integrated reading and writing instruction

· Integrated reading and writing with content areas and made many cross-curricular connections.

· Had high expectations for their children—both for their learning to read and write and for their behavior.  
· Were excellent classroom managers. 

The next major study of effective teachers was an observational study of 30 first grade classrooms in five states (Pressley, Allington, Wharton-McDonald, Block, & Morrow, 2001).  Comparing observations in the classrooms of the most and least effective teachers revealed the following characteristics of the most effective classrooms:

· Skills were explicitly taught and related to reading and writing.

· Books were everywhere and used in a variety of ways.

· Children did a lot of reading and writing.
· Teachers had high—but realistic--expectations of children and monitored progress regularly.

· Self-regulation was modeled and expected.  
· Cross curricular connections were made as children read and wrote as they studied science and social studies themes.

· Classrooms were caring, positive, cooperative environments in which any discipline issues were handled quickly and quietly.  

· Teachers used a variety of grouping structures including whole class, one-to-one teaching and a variety of small groups.

· Classrooms showed high student engagement.  90% of students were engaged in their reading and writing work 90% of the time.

This first grade observational study was followed by an observational study of exemplary teachers in fourth grade (Allington & Johnson, 2002).  Thirty fourth grade teachers from five states were identified.  From their observations, interviews and data, the researchers concluded that the following variables distinguished the most effective classrooms from less effective classrooms:

· All kinds of real “conversations” took place regularly in the most effective classrooms.  
· Teachers constantly modeled thinking strategies.  More emphasis was put on, “How could we find out?” than on right and wrong answers.  

· A rich variety of reading materials including historical novels, biographies informational books, magazines and Internet sites were used to gather information.

· Word study focused on building interest in words and on looking for patterns in words.

· Learner interest and engagement were important variables in the teachers’ planning.  Teachers taught the standard curriculum but tailored it to their students’ interests, needs, strengths and weaknesses.  

· “Managed choice” was a common feature in these classrooms.  Students were often presented with a topic or problem and allowed to choose which part of it they would pursue and what resources they would use.

· Instruction took place in a variety of formats, including whole class, various types of small groups and “side-by-side” teaching.

· Students were expected to work collaboratively and take responsibility for their learning. 
· Reading and writing were integrated with science and social studies.  Many of the books chosen for the class to read tied into science and social studies topics.  

· Teachers evaluated student work with consideration for improvement, progress and effort.  Self-evaluation was also encouraged and modeled.


In the late ‘90’s, Barbara Taylor, David Pearson and other researchers at CIERA (Center for the Improvement of Early Reading Achievement) began investigating school and classroom practices in schools with unexpectedly high achievement and compared them to what was happening in similar schools in which the children were not “beating the odds.”  (Taylor, Pearson, Clark and Walpole, 2000).  They identified seventy first, second and third grade teachers from 14 schools in four states.  When comparing the classroom practices of the most effective teachers with those of the less effective teachers, they concluded that the most effective teachers:

· Had higher pupil engagement.

· Provided more small group instruction.

· Provided more coaching to help children improve in word recognition.

· Asked more higher level comprehension questions.

· Communicated more with parents.

· Had children engage in more independent reading.

Based on the research studies of effective classrooms, we can draw some conclusions about what it takes to create the most effective literacy classrooms.  These variables include:  

· large amounts of reading and writing

· high student engagement and motivation

· lots of high-quality instruction using a wide variety of classroom groupings
· emphasis on higher level thinking and self-regulation
· skills explicitly taught and children coached to use them

· opportunities for discussion and conversations

· instruction driven by assessment of student strengths and weaknesses

· excellent classroom management

· wide variety of materials

· integration between reading and writing and with science and social studies

· communication with parents
The most effective teachers are not bound by any single method, organizational structure or set of materials.  They create responsive, caring classrooms and provide huge amounts of instruction which emphasize lots of meaningful reading, writing and talk and they integrate literacy activities with science and social studies. In short, the most effective classroom teachers “do it all” and do it all well.
Effective Schools


The focus of this research was on effective schools.  What does is take to create and sustain a school in which the students achieve better that they would be expected to based on their socio-economic status?  Some would argue that an effective school is just a school with a lot of effective teachers.   But, how does that school get those teachers, nourish those teachers and keep them functioning at optimal levels day in and day out, year in and year out.  Many researchers have studied the characteristics of effective schools.  Taylor, Pearson, Peterson and Rodgriguez (2005) summarize the effective schools literature.  They conclude that effective schools share six characteristics:

· A collective responsibility for improved student learning
· Strong building leadership

· Strong staff collaboration

· Professional development

· Shared assessment data leading to instructional decisions

· Outreach to parents and communities

Because the school was the variable being studied in this research and because effective schools must have effective teachers, this study included both classroom and school variables.

Investigating how Six High-Poverty Schools Beat the Odds 

In this study, six schools with high levels of poverty and large numbers of children who passed their states’ tests. were identified.  Through classroom observation, interviews and an important factors survey, I attempted to answer the question:  What were these schools doing that allowed them to beat the odds.

The six schools were located in five different states.  All but one school were located in medium-sized cities in the Midwest, northeast and southeast.  The non-urban school was on an army base.  The percentage of children in these schools who qualified for free/reduced price lunch ranged from 68% to 98%.   Students in two of the schools were predominately Hispanic and most of these students were English language learners.  One school was almost exclusively African-American.  Two of the schools had mixed populations of children with approximately half Caucasian and half African-American students.  70% of the students in the army base school were Caucasian.

The tests taken by the students varied according to the states in which they were located.  One state tested only third graders.  Two states tested only fourth graders.  The remaining two states tested both third and fourth grade students.  Scores on the 2005 state literacy tests indicated that between 68% and 87% of students met or exceeded the state’s standards for proficiency.  All six schools scored better on their literacy tests than other schools in their districts which had lower levels of poverty.
	School Location
	Students
	% Free/Red Lunch
	% Passed 2005

State Literacy Tests*

	Northeast city
	800 students

89% Hispanic 
	87%
	77% 3rd/4th graders

	Southeast city
	250 students

50% African/American

10% ELL’s
	71%
	87% 3rd/4th graders

	Midwest

Army base
	280
65% Caucasian
	70%
	67% 3rd/4th graders

	Midwest city
	300 students
52% African American
	68%
	70% 3rd graders

	Midwest city
	216 students
95% African American
	98%
	68% 4th graders

	Midwest city
	406 students

98% Hispanic
	98%
	68% 4th graders


* States varied as to whether 3rd, 4th or both 3rd and 4th graders took required tests.


The reason I chose these schools—and indeed the reason I knew about these schools—was that all six school used the Four Blocks literacy framework.  Four Blocks is a framework for balanced literacy in the primary grades which began in the 1989 school year in one first grade classroom (Cunningham, Hall & Sigmon, 1999).  Since then, it has expanded to include a Building Blocks framework in kindergarten and a Big Blocks framework in upper grades.  At all grade levels, instructional time and emphasis is divided between a Words block which includes sight words, fluency, phonics and spelling, a Guided Reading block which focuses on comprehension strategies for story and informational text and building prior knowledge and vocabulary, a Writing block which includes both process writing and focused writing, and a Self-Selected Reading Block which includes teacher read-aloud and independent reading.  The Four Blocks framework is currently used by hundreds of schools in the United States and in several other countries.  

The six schools had three things in common.  They had large numbers of poor children, they had done better than expected on their states literacy tests and they all used the Four Blocks framework.  What were they doing that allowed them to achieve their success?  Before visiting, I identified 12 factors which appear to be important to high literacy achievement.  I defined these 12 factors and then set out to determine how they functioned in each school and how important the teachers and administrators believed them to be.  Here are a few of my observations about these 12 factors.

Assessment.  Assessment which guides instruction is widely recognized to be an important factor in achievement.  In every school, teachers and administrators didn’t just give assessments but had a system in place to make sure assessment was used to guide instruction.  One school had a school-wide assessment wall.  Every child was represented by a sticky note on the wall according to reading level.  When children moved to a higher reading level, their sticky note was moved.  Everyone could see at a glance how each child was reading and which children were moving forward.  Two of the schools used writing prompts to determine how children were growing in their writing and phonics/spelling skills. The administrators in these two schools met with grade level teams to score the writing samples and—more importantly—to plan instruction based on what the samples showed about individual and class needs and growth.  In another school, benchmark tests were given.  The principal hired substitutes to rotate to classrooms so that the administrator and each teacher could look at test results together and decide on class and individual instructional needs.  All six schools conducted regular assessments and made sure those assessments were actually used to guide instruction.
Community Involvement. Another factor in school success is community involvement.  All schools had a variety of activities and partnerships which involved the community.  Community members were present in the schools on the days I visited and functioned as guest readers, volunteer tutors and teacher assistants.  The schools all had at least one business partner who helped provide materials and other support not available through the school’s budget.
Comprehensive Curriculum.  A comprehensive curriculum included not only literacy but also science and social studies.  Schools that just “teach the basics” in the primary grades and ignore science and social studies may get an initial bump-up in primary literacy scores but the “chickens come home to roost” when testing occurs in the intermediate grades.  Literacy requires both word identification and comprehension.  Meaning vocabulary is a huge part of comprehension.  Most of the new words children need to learn meanings for reside in the subjects of science and social studies.  All schools were trying to include science and social studies but all admitted they were not doing as much as they needed to.  Most teachers were including informational text related to science and social studies as part of their guided reading and teacher read-aloud.  They also increased the amount of informational text in their classroom and school libraries so that children could choose informational books and magazines during their self-selected reading time.   In one school, children who needed it got 45 minutes each day of ESL instruction.  This instruction was always centered on the grade-level science or social studies curriculum.   

Engagement. In 2001, Mike Pressley and colleagues published the results of their effective teacher research in which they identified characteristics of highly effective teachers (Pressley, Allington, Wharton-McDonald, Block & Morrow).  Among other factors they identified high levels of student engagement during literacy activities in all classrooms.  In fact, their observations showed that 90% of the students were engaged in their reading and writing 90% of the time.  In every classroom I visited, I observed extremely high levels of student engagement with their literacy activities.
Instruction.  The Four Blocks framework is heavy on instruction. Each day, teachers lead students through a variety of activities during the Working with Words block to teach children how to decode and spell and to transfer these skills to reading and writing.  The Guided Reading block always includes a before and after reading activity in which teachers model and demonstrate comprehension strategies.  While children read during guided reading, teachers coach and monitor individuals.  Teachers teach a minilesson at the beginning of the writing block each day.  While the children write, teachers do one-to-one instruction through individual writing conferences.  One-to-one instruction is also included as teachers conference with children each day while children are doing their self-selected reading.  In all six schools, children were getting large amounts of instruction in a variety of formats.   

Leadership.  There are some successful classrooms in schools that lack leadership but there are no successful schools for hard-to-teach children that lack strong leadership.  All six of these schools had passionate, committed “hands-on” principals who expected much from their teachers and children and gave them daily support and encouragement.  
Materials. All school had a wide variety of materials.  Basal readers, leveled readers, fiction and nonfiction trade books, magazines and newspapers were all being used.  In all schools, teachers chose from the materials available those which best suited their students and the purpose for their reading instruction.
Parent Participation.  All schools actively encouraged parent participation.  Parents were invited to attend monthly sessions in which they learned how to help with homework.  One school opened the computer labs one evening a week to students who were accompanied by their parents.  The two schools with large numbers of English language learners held English classes for parents.  Most of the teachers and administrators wished they could get more parents to participate in literacy activities with their children. 

Perseverance and Persistence.  In order to get results with anything, you have to stick with it long enough to “reap what you sow.”  All schools had committed to the Four Blocks framework and had been implementing it for at least four years. 

Professional Development. All six schools had ongoing professional development.  In addition to workshops, demonstration lessons were taught in classrooms, teachers were coached as they did instruction and teachers met in grade-level teams to support each other and plan for implementation.  Several of the schools had teacher-run book study groups and did seem to consider themselves a “professional learning community.
Real Reading and Writing.  To become good readers and writers, students must spend a lot of time actually reading and writing.  In Four Blocks classrooms, children read every day during guided reading.  They also read something of their own choosing during self-selected reading.  Children write every day during the Writing Block.  In addition, most schools had after-school programs in which most students participated and during which they did additional reading and writing.
Specialist Support.  All schools tried to maximize the effectiveness of their special teachers and were creative in making sure that instruction provided by specialists was indeed “extra” rather than “instead of.”  In one school, the special teachers came an hour early and ended their day an hour early or began their day an hour late.  Almost all pullout instruction occurred before or after school.  During the school day, these special teachers teamed with classroom teachers to provide in-classroom support for children. In two of the schools all children got an additional 30 minutes of reading instruction each day in small groups taught by teams comprised of classroom teachers, special teachers and assistants.  
After my visit to each school, I asked the professional staff to do a very hard task.  I gave them a list of the 12 important factors and asked them to these factors in terms of how important they were to the literacy success their children had attained.  They were asked to rank the three factors they considered most important #1, the three next most important #2, the next three were ranked #3 and the remaining three were ranked #4.  This was a very difficult task because none of the factors are unimportant but I was trying to figure out which ones these teachers saw as most important.  When I tallied up all the rankings, this is what I found.  Instruction, time spend reading and writing, perseverance and student engagement were the top four ranking and were ranked more highly than the others.  After these four factors, teachers decided that leadership, professional development and assessment used to guide instruction were next most important.  Support by special teachers, materials, a comprehensive curriculum, parent participation and community involvement, while important, were ranked as less important than the other seven.  

Schools with large numbers of poor children have to do it all if their children are going to obtain high levels of literacy.  None of the factor is unimportant.  But, the teachers and administrators in these schools, when forced to decide what contributed most to their success chose the instruction, the time spent reading and writing, the engagement of their students in the literacy activities and their perseverance in sticking with the Four Blocks framework as the most important factors.
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