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Abstract
School districts are accountable for students achieving grade-level literacy standards.
However, many 3rd grade students in Sun Valley Lake, New Jersey, are not achieving the
No Child Left Behind literacy standard of proficient, which is defined as reading on
grade level. The purpose of this quantitative study was to investigate whether the
Success Program was effective at engaging struggling 3rd grade African American
students in a supplemental literacy program that can be replicated by school districts with
similar demographics. The Success Program’s theoretical underpinnings are grounded in
Vygotsky’s socio-cultural theory and the Zone of Proximal Development. These
theoretical frameworks are supported by the Response To Intervention model, upon
which the Success Program is based, and the Resilience model. One-hundred students
from 2 consecutive school years (2010-2011 and 2011-2012) were selected using a
nonprobability criterion sampling, which dictates a quasi-experimental design using a
pretest and posttest method. The results are presented through descriptive statistics and
MANCOVA. According to study results, for each school year, the 50 students who
participated in the Success Program achieved statistically significant higher scores than
the 50 students who did not participate for all 4 study variables: reading comprehension,
oral reading fluency, instructional reading level, and sight word recognition. The
quantitative data indicated the Success Program is a viable intervention. This study leads
to positive social change by providing educators in Sun Valley Lake, as well as the
additional 30 Abbott New Jersey school districts and similar other districts, strategies to

increase the literacy skills of 3rd grade African American students.
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study

Educational inequality in the United States has been well documented. In Brown
v. Board of Education (1954), the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that there was inequality in
education due to segregation and inferior resources in schools that African American
students attended compared to the schools that European American students attended. In
Abbott v. Burke (1981), the State Supreme Court of New Jersey ruled that inequality in
education existed in 31 school districts. The Abbott decision required the
implementation of a number of measures with appropriate funding in the 31 districts
deemed to have special needs (Gomez, 2008). These districts, which could not afford to
offer students an adequate education, were considered the poorest in the state, with large
minority populations (Gewertz, 2005). The State Supreme Court of New Jersey found
there was less expenditure per pupil in these special needs districts than the affluent
suburban districts in the state. The New Jersey Department of Education (NJDOE) was
ordered to offer all students an equal education by providing supplemental early literacy,
health, and social services to these impoverished districts (Gewertz, 2005). The Success
Program in the Sun Lake Valley school district, one of the 31 Abbott districts, addresses
early literacy deficits in third grade African American students.

Many strategies and interventions have been enacted to standardize curriculum
ensuring that all students receive an equitable education. The No Child Left Behind Act
(NCLB; 2002) was signed into law to ensure that all children meet educational standards
in the United States. NCLB mandated that school districts to achieve adequate yearly
progress (AYP), which means that schools must produce annual incremental
improvement in statewide test scores (U.S. Department of Education, 2011). NCLB

expected 95% of students to score proficient or above in statewide reading, math, and



science tests by 2014. A reauthorization of the Individuals with Disabilities Education
Improvement Act (IDEA) suggested that school districts should use a scientifically-based
methodology such as response to interventions (RTI) for implementing strategies for
behavior and learning difficulties (NJDOE, 2011a). Local school districts have been left
to implement strategies best suited to their student populations (Mellard & Johnson,
2008).

The New Jersey Department of Education created a system to measure all school
districts SES and educational demographics. NJDOE (2011a) developed the district
factor groups to categorize its school districts to measure student performance with
similar socioeconomic (SES) characteristics in the state. The categories are A (the lowest
SES) through J (the highest SES). This system includes the following variables to
measure the SES status of districts: (a) percentage of adults with no high school diploma,
(b) percentage of adults with some college education, (c) occupational status, (d)
unemployment rate, (€) percentage of individuals in poverty, and (f) median family
income (NJDOE, 2011a). The Sun Valley Lake school district has a B rating. Moreover,
the New Jersey Supreme Court in Abbott v. Burke (1981) ruled that Sun Valley Lake and
30 other New Jersey school districts students were not receiving the same economic and
educational opportunities as their suburban counterparts. The New Jersey Report Card
stated that 65.7% of Sun Valley Lake third graders did not meet the proficient benchmark
of NCLB in literacy (NJDOE, 2011c). In an effort to raise the literacy of struggling third
grade, African American students, Sun Valley Lake implemented an intervention called
the Success Program. The three-tier structure of the Success Program is modeled after
the RTI model, which has realized positive results in elevating literacy of at-risk students

(Miller, 2010; Vellutino, Scanlon, Zhang, & Schatschneider, 2008). The purpose of this
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study was to determine the relationship between participation in the Success Program and
literacy test scores of African American, third grade students of the Sun Valley Lake
school district. In this study, the literacy of the participants was measured with four
dependent variables: reading comprehension, oral reading fluency, instructional reading
level, and sight word recognition.

In this study, I evaluated the efficacy of the Success Program in raising literacy
scores of third grade, African American students. Knowledge about the efficacy of this
program could result in positive social change either through suggesting wider spread
implementation of the program if it is successful or using a different program if it is not
effective. Students reading on grade level in the third grade have a 75% graduation rate
from high school (Hernandez, 2011) and are less likely to become a juvenile offender or
face incarceration as an adult in (Harlow, 2003). The results of this study can be shared
with the 30 other Abbott school districts the positive aspects of the Success Program.
Other struggling districts could use the Success Program or its elements to elevate the
New Jersey literacy test scores on the New Jersey Assessment of Stalls and Knowledge
(NJ-ASK) state assessment for third grade, African American students. This intervention
program can be replicated in school districts with similar student backgrounds across the
United States. Additionally, because the Success Program is modeled after RTI
methodology, it could add to the body of literature as a successful reading program using
the RTI model.

In this chapter, the background, problem, and purpose of the current study
pertaining to the elevation of literacy skills are described. The research questions and
hypotheses driving the current research follow. The relevant theoretical underpinnings as

well as the nature of the study are described. The definitions as they pertain to this study



are clarified. The assumptions critical to the meaningfulness of this study are described.
| describe the scope and delimitations, followed by the limitations and significance of this
study. The chapter concludes with a brief summary.

Background

In New Jersey there are 31 school districts that continue to struggle in achieving
academic standards. Researchers (Teale, Paciga, & Hoffman, 2007; Vogel, Rau, Baker, &
Ashby, 2006) and the U.S. Census Bureau (2010) suggested that poverty may be a
contributing factor in low academic performance. In New Jersey, 6% (69,249) of
European American children live in poor families compared to 27% (75,906) of African
American children. In this study, I focused on one of the 31 Abbott districts in the New
Jersey school district of Sun Valley Lake. Sun Valley Lake is an urban district in the
State of New Jersey that continues to struggle educationally as well as economically. The
Sun Valley Lake school district is categorized in the District Factor Group B, which is the
second lowest classification. NJDOE (2011a) cited this school district for low academic
performance, particularly in literacy of African American students. The
NJDOE (2011a) suggested a connection of the disproportionate number of 3" grade
African American students scoring below proficient on the 2011 NJ-ASK in literacy with
high numbers of referrals to the Child Study Team (CST) for special education services.

The administration of the Sun Valley Lake school district received funding to
initiate a program to address low academic performance in the area of literacy in African
American, third grade students. This early intervention literacy program, named Success,
was implemented during 2 consecutive school years (2010-2011 and 2011-2012) in all of

the district’s 10 elementary schools. All third grade students were given the



Developmental Reading Assessment (DRA) to assess fluency, comprehension, and
instructional reading level and the Dolch Sight Word List to assess the number of
words students recognize by sight. These two pretests were used to identify third
grade, African American students who were at least one full grade below third grade
reading level and were thus eligible for the Success Program. Identified African
American students were referred by their classroom teachers. In each school year,
there were two groups of 50 third grade, African American students reading at least
one grade below the third grade level. The comparison group of 50 students was
eligible for the Success Program, but there were not enough spaces for them to
receive the intervention. The participant group of 50 students received the
intervention program.

The Success Program was conducted as a pull-out intervention twice per week for
40 minutes during the course of the regular school day. Two instructional support
teachers provided supplemental literacy support over 35 weeks beginning in the fall and
continuing through the spring. The results of the Success Program intervention were
measured with four dependent variables: reading comprehension, oral reading fluency,
instructional reading level, and sight word recognition. Using archival data, | addressed a
portion of the district’s struggling African American students who had literacy deficits by
assessing the relationship between participation of the third grade students in the Success
Program and improvements in literacy.

Extant data have not been analyzed to establish whether significant literacy was
realized in the Success Program for third grade, African American students. This study
was needed to determine if the Success Program is a course of action to address the

literacy deficits of students in Sun Valley Lake. NJDOE has informed Sun Valley Lake
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that there are a disproportionate number of African American students, particularly in the
elementary grades, who are not meeting the proficient academic benchmarks. With this
study, I evaluated a program that has the potential to improve the literacy of struggling
third grade, African American students immediately and in the future.
Problem Statement

Historically, policy and law have been enacted in an effort to ensure high
educational standards in the United States. The NCLB (2002) act is perhaps the most
significant and far-reaching education policy initiative in the United States. This
legislation expanded federal influence over the United States’ more than 90,000 public
schools. The NCLB regulation reauthorized the Elementary and Secondary Education
Act (ESEA) to extend the historically restricted choice and scale of federal involvement
in K-12 schooling (Dee & Jacob, 2011). This allows school districts to adapt their own
strategies to address the current policy mandates regarding literacy.

More schools must implement assorted programs to address academically struggling
students with minimal additional funds. Many school districts still struggle to understand
federal regulations and bureaucratic rules. For local policy-makers, however, this
mandate creates some practical challenges, particularly in meeting their responsibility to
set education policy and ensure that instruction is both effective and financially efficient
(Williams, 2011). School accountability is based on measuring each school’s success in
educating all of its students. The primary measure is progress toward literacy standards
determined by state assessments.

In New Jersey, third grade is the first year students are tested to determine if they
are meeting the NCLB benchmarks in literacy. In 2010, New Jersey’s third grade

students’ literacy was measured by the NJ-ASK. According to the New Jersey Report
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Card, 66.5% of all third grade students scored proficient on the NJ-ASK (NJDOE, 2011).
However, in Sun Valley Lake, the 2010 NJ-ASK third grade literacy test scores reported
that only 34.3% of the students attained the proficient benchmark. A student who scores
a proficient rating is reading at grade level or higher (NCLB, 2002). Using archival data,
| investigated the results of the Success Program that was conducted in the Sun Valley
Lake district during the 2010-2011 and 2011-2012 school years to address
lowperforming, third grade, African American students literacy test scores.

Third grade is a pivotal year in the education process. Throughout third grade,
students continue to explore literacy as they learn to read and comprehend. This
foundation is critical because in fourth grade students are expected to read to expand their
knowledge and critical thinking skills. As much as 50% of fourth grade curriculum could
be incomprehensible to students who are below grade level in reading (Schorr &
Marchand, 2007). Schorr and Marchand (2007) found that readers who are below
proficient in third grade remain so in high school. Low academic performance is a
precursor for behavior and social problems, as well as retention in later grades
(Hernandez, 2011). Graduation rates can be predicted based on student reading levels in
the third grade (Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998). Those students not reading proficiently
in third grade are four times more likely not to obtain a high school diploma (Annie E.

Casey Foundation, 2012; Hernandez, 2011). According to the National Center for
Educational Statistics (2012),New Jersey’s high school graduation rate increased from
83% in 2011 to 86% in 2012, while Sun Valley Lake’s graduation rate increased from

65% in 2011 to 71% 2012. As previously noted 34% of Sun Valley Lake’s third

grade students did not score proficient on the NJ-ASK in 2011 (NJDOE, 2011a).



Located in central New Jersey, Sun Valley Lake Public School District is an
economically-challenged urban district. According to the National Center for
Educational Statistics (2012), Sun Valley Lake public schools have 6,460 children
enrolled, 76.8% of whom are eligible for a free or reduced price lunch, indicating they
are living below the poverty guidelines according to the United States Department of
Housing and Urban Development (2012). Nearly 14% of the residents of the school
district are unemployed (U.S. Census Bureau, 2012). Sun Valley Lake spends
$23,793 per pupil in current annual expenditures (New Jersey Data Bank [NJDB],
2012). Over the past 2 years, funding has been reduced 27.1% (NJDB, 2012). Yet
the 2013-2014 proposed school budget called for Sun Valley Lake, one of the poorest
districts in the state, suffered the largest dollar loss of all districts in its county

(NJDB, 2012).

According to NJDOE (2011a), the state’s average cost per student in 2010 was $17,352.
However, pupil expenditures vary across the state, as noted by the NJDOE (2011b), from
the lowest of $12,146 (Rockaway Boro) to the highest of $40,152 (Avalon Boro). Pupil
expenditures of five random Abbott classified districts in 2010 included the following:
Asbury Park $39,1491; Newark $27,498; Camden $28,456; Trenton 26,805; and Atlantic
City $26,389 (NJDOE, 2011b). The Success Program is a cost effective literacy
intervention, which will not increase the current pupil expenditures.

This study may contribute to the literature because there have not been any
published studies conducted on third grade, African American students who participated
in the Success Program in Sun Valley Lake. Sun Valley Lake, as well as the 30 other
Abbott districts, can use the results of this study to evaluate a program that addresses the

deficiency of supplemental early literacy. Addressing NCLB’s expectation of third



graders attaining proficiency on the state exam in literacy is critical as well. The current
research study, if successful, could change the way struggling, third grade, African
American students are engaged in literacy in a supplemental literacy program that can be
replicated by school districts with characteristics similar to those found in Sun Valley

Lake.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this quantitative study was to investigate the effect of the Success
Program on the reading performance of Sun Valley Lake African American students in
third grade. The Success Program had two groups—100 students who participated in the
program and 100 students who did not participate in the program. The Success Program
was conducted during 2 consecutive school years with 100 students in each year. The
independent variable was the Success Program with two groups—50 students who
participated in the program and 50 students who did not. The Success Program was a
new endeavor, created because NJDOE (2011a) cited the Sun Valley Lake school district
for low student performance on literacy test scores of African American students,
particularly in the third grade. The Success Program was implemented during the 2010—
2011 and 2011-2012 school years. Archival achievement data collected during those
times were used. Literacy was the dependent variable based on measures of reading
comprehension, reading fluency, instructional reading performance, and sight word
recognition.

Research Question and Hypotheses
The overall guiding research question, followed by hypotheses, is provided below.

Was there a difference in literacy between students who participated in the
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Success Program and students who did not participate?

The independent variable was the Success Program over a 2-year period with two
groups—100 students who participated in the program and 100 students who did not
participate in the program. Literacy was the dependent variable based on four measures:
three from the DRA (reading comprehension, reading fluency, and instructional reading
performance) and one from the Dolch Sight Word List (sight word recognition). Data
from the dependent variable instruments were obtained from pre and posttests. These
instruments were used in this study because the Sun Valley Lake school board approved
them several years ago to measure literacy. The Success Program and the achievement
instruments are described in detail in Chapter 3. Low-performing, African American,
third grade students were of primary interest. Archival data for the 2010-2011 and 2011-
2012 school years were used for the data analyses. Analyses were done separately for
each year. The .05 level of statistical significance was used to test the null hypotheses.
Hypothesis 1

Ho1: There is no statistically significant difference in reading comprehension
between students who participated in the Success Program and students who did not
participate in the Success Program, as reported by the DRA pre- and posttest assessment
tool.

Ha1: Students who participated in the Success Program are expected to achieve a
statistically significant higher score in reading comprehension than students who did not
participate in the Success Program, as reported by the DRA pre- and posttests assessment
tool.

Hypothesis 2
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Ho2: There is no statistically significant difference in reading fluency between
students who participated in the Success Program and students who did not participate in
the Success Program, as reported by the DRA pre- and posttest assessment tool.

Hao: Students who participated in the Success Program are expected to achieve a
statistically significant higher score in reading fluency than students who did not
participate in the Success Program, as reported by the DRA pre- and posttests assessment

tool.

Hypothesis 3

Hos: There is no statistically significant difference in instructional reading
performance between students who participated in the Success Program and students who
did not participate in the Success Program, as reported by the DRA pre- and posttest
assessment tool.

Has: Students who participated in the Success Program are expected to achieve a
statistically significant higher score in instructional reading performance than students
who did not participate in the Success Program, as reported by the DRA pre- and posttest
assessment tool.

Hypothesis 4

Hos: There is no statistically significant difference in sight word recognition
between students who participated in the Success Program and students who did not
participate in the Success Program, as reported by the Dolch Sight Word List pre- and
posttest assessment tool.

Has: Students who participated in the Success Program are expected to achieve a

statistically significant higher score in sight word recognition than students who did not
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participate in the Success Program, as reported by the Dolch Sight Word List pre- and
posttest assessment tool.
Theoretical Framework for the Study

Vygotsky’s theoretical research in learning is congruent with the essence of the
Success Program (Kozulin, 2009). Vygotsky considered relationships, culture,
environment, and assessment as part of the intervention process (as cited in Korepanova
& Saphronova, 2011). Vygotsky (1978) postulated that the zone of proximal
development (ZPD) is a safe environment where a teacher can build upon skills a
student has learned by molding what the student is ready to learn subsequently. This
supportive environment encourages students to become increasingly independent
(Kozulin, 2011;

Vygotsky, 1978). This learning process in Vygotsky’s ZPD aligns with the Success
Program because they are both grounded in assessment, culture, and the environment of
the students. This learning process is evidenced in the Success Program through the four
measures of this study: reading fluency, reading comprehension, instructional reading
performance, and sight word recognition.

The concept of resilience is used to illustrate how a segment of the student
population copes with stress in their lives, particularly in economically-challenged
children like those in the Sun Valley Lake school district. Risk factors are those
environmental problems or issues that have potentially negative effects. Sun Valley
Lake, the setting of this study, is a high poverty school district (NJDOE, 2012a). The
effects of poverty/low income on children’s literacy may be accentuated by neighborhood

poverty. In this study, | intended to determine the relationship between participation in
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the Success Program and literacy test scores of African American, third grade students of
the Sun Valley Lake school district.

The Success Program used a three-tier structure that aligns with the RTI model.
The RTI model uses three basic components—Tier 1, Tier 2, and Tier 3. In Tier 1, the
students are assessed. Tier 2 includes small group instruction for children who are
struggling. The third Tier involves more rigorous strategies (e.g., fewer children in a
group, daily one-on-one sessions). RTI includes student data to implement appropriate
instruction and intervention in each tier (Dunn, Cole, & Estrada, 2009). IDEA (2004)
suggests that RTI is a viable three-tier model of intervention for academic as well as
behavior concerns. The RTI model has realized positive results in elevating literacy of
at-risk students (Vellutino et al., 2008). In Chapter 2, | describe the theoretical
underpinnings of Vygotsky’s theory, the concept of resilience, and the RTI model drive
the research questions in the Success Program in more detail.

Nature of the Study

In this quantitative study, | investigated whether African American, third grade,
students who participated in the Success Program performed better on post intervention
measures of literacy than students who did not participate in the program. The
independent variable was the Success Program with two groups—students who
participated in the program and students who did not. Literacy was the dependent
variable based on measures of reading comprehension, reading fluency, instructional
reading performance, and sight word recognition. The participants were selected using a
nonprobability criterion sampling, which dictates a quasi-experimental design using a
pretest and posttest method. Using this approach allowed conclusive statistics to serve as

the basis for answering the research questions in this study.
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The Success Program includes two assessment tools, the DRA and the Dolch
Sight Word List, to assess students’ literacy skills. The interventionist who
supervises the program collects and stores the assessments. Archival data on students
in the Sun
Valley Lake School District participating in the Success Program for the 2010-2011 and
2011-2012 school years were used for the analyses. In Chapter 3, | address the
methodology used to examine the research questions as well as the hypotheses.

Definition of Terms

Adequate yearly progress (AYP): NCLB (2002) expected all school districts to
ensure that 95% of their students attain predetermined proficiency benchmarks. School
districts are expected to make AYP toward these benchmarks. Failing to meet AYP for 2
consecutive years identifies a school as needing improvement. There are penalties and
sanctions determined by law for schools that do not make improvement and continue to
fall short of AYP benchmarks (Children’s Defense Fund, 2012b).

Developmental Reading Assessment(DRA): The DRA is an instrument that
provides information to educators regarding students’ strengths and weakness in the areas
of reading comprehension, oral reading fluency, and instructional reading level (Pearson
Education, 2009).

Dolch sight word list: The Dolch sight word list comprises five lists totaling 220
words, which represent over 50% of the words used in the fourth grade textbooks. The
lists are preprimer (prekindergarten), which consists of 40 words a student should
recognize before entering kindergarten; primer sight word list (kindergarten), an
additional 52 words that students should recognize before entering first grade; first grade

sight word list, an additional 41 new words students should recognize before second
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grade; second grade sight word list, which introduces an additional 46 words a student
should recognize before entering third grade; and the third grade sight word list, which
introduces an additional 41 words that students should recognize before the end of third
grade. There are an additional 41 words for third graders to learn before the end of the
year (Meadan, Stoner, & Parette, 2008).

Instructional reading performance: For the purpose of this study, instructional
reading performance is the students’ ability to decode multisyllabic words (Duran, 2003).
The number of words in a timed reading passage that a student is able to recognize
without difficulty is measured by the DRA.

Intervention and referral service: The intervention and referral service is
comprised of a team of school professionals who suggest resources to address issues
impeding the academic progress in general education students (NJDOE, 2011a).

Literacy: For the purpose of this study, literacy was determined by reading
comprehension, oral reading fluency, and instructional reading level based on the DRA,
and sight word recognition based on the Dolch sight word list.

Low level skills: Reading at the lowest level is the combination of three different
skills often described as mechanical or low level skills. These skills are the elementary
operations that enable the reader to decode the reading input (Troschitz, 2009).

Microskills: Microskills contrast with the low-level skills intellectual operations.
They can be subdivided into two groups: word recognition and understanding of syntax
(Troschitz, 2009).

National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP): The National Center for

Education Statistics conducts the NAEP. The NAEP reports student academic
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achievement nationally in core subjects as well as the arts (Children’s Defense Fund,
2012b).

National School Lunch Program: In 1946, the Truman administration enacted a
federal lunch program for students in public and private nonprofit schools, as well as
child care centers. The guidelines state students who reside in homes with income at
185% or less of the poverty level are to receive reduced-price lunch. Students who reside
in homes with income at 130% or less of the poverty level are to receive free lunch.

(NJDOE, 2011a).
New Jersey Assessment of Stalls and Knowledge (NJ-ASK): A standardized test

that measures student achievement in the knowledge and critical thinking skills required
to proficient on grade level by the New Jersey Core Curriculum Content Standards in
language arts literacy, math, and science. Tests are administered to students in Grades 3,
4,6,7,and 8 (NJDOE, 2011a).

No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB): NCLB is a revision of the 1962 ESEA, which
was initiated under President John F. Kennedy. When the ESEA was reauthorized in
2001 by the Bush Administration, it was renamed and amended to include components in
reading literacy education, computer technology, and geography scores (Children’s
Defense Fund, 2004).

Oral reading fluency: Oral reading fluency is determined by intonation well as
how smoothly and fluidly a text is read (Pearson Education, 2009).

Quality single accountability continuum (QSAC): NJQSAC is NJDOE’s (2011a)

monitoring and evaluation system to measure NCLB in each school district.
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Reading comprehension: The capability of a reader to make inferences and apply
them in a meaningful way that demonstrates knowledge and understanding of meaningful
text (Pearson Education, 2009).

Response to intervention (RTI): A model that uses three basic components—Tier
1, Tier 2, and Tier 3. In Tier 1 the students are assessed. Tier 2 includes small group
instruction for children who are struggling. The third tier involves more rigorous
strategies (e.g., fewer children in a group, daily one-on-one sessions). RTI uses student
data to implement appropriate instruction and intervention in each tier (Dunn et al.,

2009).
Sight word recognition: Words the reader has committed to memory that do not

require phonetic analysis (Meadan et al., 2008).

Socioeconomic status (SES): SES is determined by several factors, usually
considering income, level of education, and occupation. For the purposes of this study if
students receive free or reduced price lunch, their SES status was considered
impoverished (Howard, Dresser, & Kunklee, 2009).

Supplemental educational services: Extra academic instruction provided to
income-eligible students who attend a Title | School In Need of Improvement. This extra
help in language arts literacy and math must be provided outside of the regular school
day. NCLB required Title I schools that have not met AYP 2 years in a row to provide
SES. The SES must be chosen from the NJDOE (2011a) approved list of vendors eligible
to provide enrichment.

Assumptions
It was assumed that the DRA and Dolch Sight Word List assessments are reliable

and valid instruments for measuring the current study’s research variables.
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Scope and Delimitations

The scope of this study was one urban school district’s third grade, African
American, students over a 2-year period of time. During 2 consecutive school years,
there were a total of 200 participants: 100 who participated in the Success Program and
100 who did not participate in the Success Program. The criterion for participation in the
study was a literacy level is at least one grade level below current grade.

Limitations

A study limitation was that the sample participants were referred by classroom
teachers, making the selection process not completely random, which could create
possible bias. Another limitation was that this study has no mechanism to evaluate any
functioning deficits of the participants in terms of whether they lack capacity or
motivation to master the skills. There was no indication whether any students
participating in the study received other assistance to raise their literacy skills. The use of
archival data precludes addressing these limitations.

The sample population was relatively small and limited to African American
students. Although care should be taken when generalizing the findings, it is probable
that the conclusions may be generalized to wider populations with the same environments
(e.g., poverty, low literacy test scores). In New Jersey there are 30 additional school
districts called Abbott with similar characteristics of the current study. Nationally, there
are many cities with African American populations living below the poverty level with
low literacy test scores.

Significance
Various scholars have contributed to the literature on educational challenges faced

by African American students (Blanchett, Mumford, & Beachum, 2005; Cullinan &
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Kauffman, 2005; Ebersole & Kapp, 2007; Gardner & Miranda, 2001; Harry & Anderson,

1995; Harry, Klingner, & Hart, 2005; Hart, Cramer, Harry, Klingner, & Sturges,
2010;

Hosterman, DuPaul, & Jitendra, 2008; Irving & Hudley, 2005; Jones & Menchetti, 2001;
Kearns, Ford, & Linney, 2005; Lo & Cartledge, 2006; Olmeda & Kauffman, 2003);
however, research is needed to determine the relationship between participation in the
Success Program and literacy test scores of African American, third grade students of the
Sun Valley Lake school district. Research is required to determine strategies to improve
the literacy of struggling African American students. This research study has the
potential to contribute to positive social change by filling a gap in the literature by
evaluating the effectiveness of the Success Program. No research conducted in Sun
Valley Lake on African American students in third grade regarding literacy in terms of
literacy test scores has been published. This study’s findings may contribute to the
existing knowledge base by reporting the impact of a program designed to improve
literacy by the end of third grade. Students not reading proficiently in third grade are four
times more likely not to obtain a high school diploma (Hernandez, 2011). A lack of a
high school diploma may lessen a person’s opportunity for financial stability.

Ultimately, the purpose of this study was to determine if the Success Program was
a positive intervention in increasing the literacy scores of third grade, African American
students. Determining whether the program was successful could help the administration
justify why resources should be reallocated for this endeavor. This study adds to the

literature for evidence-based programs.
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Summary

The administration of Sun Valley Lake is interested in whether the Success
Program was successful and welcomes empirical research to make this determination. In
this study, | used archival data from the 2010-2011 and 2011-2012 school years to
determine whether the students who participated in the program performed better
academically than students who did not participate in the program. There have been
studies published on several of the larger Abbott school districts, but | found no published

study with regard to approaches that may improve literacy of third grade

African American students in Sun Lake Valley.

This study has the capacity to contribute to the field of psychology because it will
fill a knowledge gap that has existed since the State Supreme Court of New Jersey issued
the Abbott v. Burke (1981) ruling that African American children were not receiving
adequate education in 31 school districts. Sun Valley Lake is one of these 31 special
needs districts. NJ-ASK test scores are evidence that Sun Valley Lake students are still

educationally-challenged.
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The barriers to literacy, including the impact of poverty as well as solutions, are

elaborated in detail in Chapter 2.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

Introduction
Since the inception of NCLB, school districts have been held accountable for
students achieving grade level literacy standards (Fernandez, 2009). The purpose of this
study was to evaluate the effectiveness of a district-wide program designed to elevate the
literacy scores of third grade, African American students. The Success Program was
intended to provide reading skills to students who were at least one grade level below the
expected proficient benchmark established by NCLB (2002). NCLB expected that all
third grade students would be proficient by 2014. Even though NCLB did not require the
use of RTI, it is cited as a positive intervention to address the literacy concerns of
struggling students. The research setting was a Title | school district with documented
low SES, low literacy test scores, and high poverty.
In Chapter 2 begins, | review the literature related to literacy achievement in low-
SES districts with large African American populations. The theoretical framework of
Vygotsky’s (1978) theory of ZPD, which includes scaffolding and small group
instruction, was the cornerstone of this study’s literacy intervention driving the research
questions. In this chapter, I describe the conceptual framework of the resiliency theory.
Resiliency, poverty, and literacy are examined as they pertain to the participants in the
study. The chapter then includes a brief historical overview of literacy. The recent
legislation regarding NCLB as it pertains to New Jersey is reviewed. Literacy in early
elementary schools is discussed next along with the literacy challenges in New Jersey.
The intervention to address the challenges of literacy in one district in New Jersey is the
next section, which includes a discussion of the RTI model that was used for the current

study. This chapter continues with the issue of assessing literacy including the



instruments and variables. The state assessment NJ-ASK is discussed, as well as the
instruments used in this study, the DRAZ2 and the Dolch Sight Word List. The chapter
then concludes with a summary reviewing the key concepts of the literature review.

Literature Search Strategy

| used RefWorks software to organize my searches of the literature and conducted
an online search using Walden University’s library. | used the following search engines
to obtain peer-reviewed literature from the last 10 years: Academic Search Premier,
EBSCO Host, PsychARTICLES, ProQuest, and Sage. After identifying articles deemed
useful, I scanned their references to locate additional pertinent sources. The major search
terms | used were literacy in third grade African American elementary students, African
American students and resiliency theory, reading comprehension, instructional reading
performance, reading fluency, sight word recognition, socioeconomic status, poverty and
African American students, response to intervention, No Child Left Behind, Abbott v.
Burke, assessments, Developmental Reading Assessment, Vygotsky, ZPD, and small group
instruction.

Theoretical Foundation

Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Theory

The field of educational psychology has been influenced by Vygotsky. According
to Vygotsky (1978), even though biological factors comprise the essential precondition
for elementary development to emerge, sociocultural factors are crucial for the
elementary natural developmental process to grow. Vygotsky argued for the individuality
of the social environment and considered sociocultural settings as one of the influential

factors in the growth of higher forms of individual mental activity such as intentional
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memory, voluntary attention, logical thought, planning, and problem-solving (as cited in

Turuk, 2008). This type of higher order thinking is necessary to develop literacy skills.

Higher order thinking is contingent on a student’s social and cultural
environments. In the sociocultural theory, Vygotsky (1978) concentrates on the
transmission of cultural values, beliefs, and customs among social groups from one
generation to other. According to Korepanova and Saphronova (2011), Vygotsky’s
(1987) theory is grounded in social interface. Cooperative dialogues among children and
more well-informed members of a society are essential for children to learn the ways of
behaving and thinking that make up the culture of a community (Korepanova &
Saphronova, 2011). Vygotsky theorized that children would be able to excel if they were

supported and guided properly by teachers, mentors, and peers (Berk, 2007). Small

group instruction provides a safe environment for students to test new skills (Berk, 2007).

Student success is grounded in instruction as well as assessment. Vygotsky
viewed both instruction and assessment as indivisible from one another (as cited in
Korepanova & Saphronova, 2011). If teachers want to assess children’s academic
performance, they should not focus on testing their performance with the final
achievement test. Contrary to this common practice, their real focus should be on the
various class activities that they might engage in with the help of their teachers and peers
in the classroom. Students are able to progress in the tasks presented to them with the
help of others; they might also be able to succeed in their future tasks without the help of
others (Yildirim, 2008).

Zone of Proximal Development
Students’ educational success is contingent on a supportive learning environment.

Vygotsky (1978) postulated that the ZPD is a safe environment in which a teacher can
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build upon skills a student has learned by molding what the student is ready to learn

subsequently. In this supportive environment, teachers encourage students to become
independent (Kozulin, 2011; Vygotsky, 1978). By applying the concept of the ZPD to
the Success Program, teachers expected that the presence of adult molding would result in
literacy improvement in the students. The Success Program used scaffolding through
planned opportunities for students to collaborate with their interventionist and peers in a
small group setting. The interventionist models the acceptable exchanges and responses.
The students become more confident, which encourages them to build their literacy
knowledge.

Scaffolding

Scaffolding is a viable learning tool. VVeerappan, Wei Hui, and Sulaiman (2011)
explained that scaffolding in the classroom is a process in which the students are provided
a temporary framework for learning by the teacher. Once the scaffolding is performed,
students are motivated and encouraged to develop their own inventiveness, inspiration,
and creativity. As the students start gathering knowledge and boost their skills on their
own, the essentials of the framework are dismantled. VVeerappan et al. postulated that the
process is concluded once the lesson is completed in the classroom; the scaffolding is
then removed in total, and students no longer require it. Scaffolding might be considered
as three related pedagogical scales:

1. Supporting the students in different activities and skills and giving them a

definite support structure for their cognitive development.

2. Performing specific activities in the classrooms.

3. Giving help and assistance in moment-to-moment interface (Veerappan et

al., 2011).



These pedagogical scales are the platform for students to attempt newly acquired
skills. The sociocultural theory coupled with the concept of ZPD forms the theoretical
foundation of scaffolding (Korepanova & Saphronova, 2011). Scaffolding is a way of
operationalizing Vygotsky’s perception of working in the ZPD. There are three basic
features that enhance the educational scaffolding in its specific character: (a) the
fundamentally dialogic character of the communication in which knowledge is
constructed, (b) importance of the kind of activity in which knowledge is embedded, and
(c) role of artifacts that mediate the knowledge (Veerappan et al., 2011). When
scaffolding, teachers use the ZPD as the catalyst to gradually transfer responsibility for
the tasks from the teacher to the students. The role of the educator further accentuates the
association between the learner and the teacher in constructing the essential skills and
knowledge.

Several cultural and economic realities ensure early on that urban low-SES
children will receive less stimuli that prepare them for school than their middle income
suburban counterparts. The vocabulary of middle-SES 3-year-old children is typically
1,000 to 5,000 words, nearly 50% more than low-SES children (Howard et al., 2009).
African American students enter the educational process behind their European American
counterparts, and as students get older the achievement gap widens. Ready (2010)
suggested that childhood poverty is affected by school-related failure of cognitive
development. In fact, third grade middle-SES students have acquired 5,000 more words
than low-SES students (White, Graves, & Slater, 1990). One of the reasons for this
occurrence is inconsistency in learning environments, particularly between high- and
low-performing schools. Socioeconomically-deprived children are allocated to several

different programs and groups that provide restricted opportunities and resources to learn
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(Ready, 2010). There are barriers facing economically challenged families who are given
supplemental resources, such as who will provide the transportation for the student. The
family may not own a car. Supplemental tutoring services are typically in suburban
areas. Working parents may not be able to leave work to take or pick up their children
from supplemental services.

Suburban families tend to seek educational support for students. Johnson and
Johnson (1999) pointed out that many middle class and suburban families have and
continue to use educational support services such as Sylvan, Huntington, and Kumon
learning centers to help ensure their children’s educational success. Teachers, parents,
and students reap benefits from such programs, and there is a consequent decrease in
grade retention (Johnson & Johnson, 1999). These kinds of supplemental educational
supports are costly for children living in poverty. However, Sun Valley Lake is one of
the 31 low-performing Abbott districts slated to receive additional funds to provide
supplemental educational services to its students in an effort to close the educational
achievement gap. The State Supreme Court of New Jersey found that there was a
disparity between the educational achievement of students in poor communities compared
to students in the states more affluent suburban districts.

Sun Valley Lake is an urban district trying to catch up from years of educational
neglect. Educational supplements are more necessary than ever in reducing achievement
gaps. In the fiscal environment, some states have been forced to cut budgets and slash
education spending. New Jersey’s Governor Christie inadequately funded schools by
$1.6 billion in the 2010-2011 school year (Gewertz, 2011). This educational budget cut
was enacted in spite of Abbott legislation, which defined a school funding formula for the

31 most disadvantaged school districts in New Jersey. Attorneys representing the Abbott
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districts sought a ruling from the State Supreme Court to uphold the court order of the
school funding formula to provide additional funds for the 31 impoverished school
districts (Gewertz, 2011). The court’s decision on May 24, 2011 to increase funding to
the 31 Abbott districts by $500 million was a direct response to Governor Christie’s
educational budget cut of $1.6 billion (Gewertz, 2011). The decision was positive, but it
came too late for students to benefit from the ruling in the 2010-2011 school year. There
were only two weeks remaining in the school year. The funds were expended in the
2011-2012 school year.

The 31 Abbott districts were faced with ensuring students attain proficiency on
the NJ-ASK with $1.1 billion less than anticipated in their budgets. New Jersey is not the
only state facing budget deficits; many school districts are faced with decreased funding
and have been forced to find research-based strategies that have been successful in
improving student literacy. Veerappan et al. (2011) proposed scaffolding as an
instructional method in which the instructor models the preferred learning strategies or
tasks and then shifts the tasks to the students. This type of interface is consistent with
Vygotsky’s belief that the majority of learning happens in a social paradigm, not in
isolation (as cited in Markova & Medvedev, 2010). This process emerges when
interaction occurs among students and teachers in the classroom. Even though Vygotsky
did not use the term scaffolding, it is still similar to the theoretical foundation of ZPD.
Vygotsky defined the ZPD as the space between the level of potential development as
determined through problem-solving under teacher guidance and interaction and
collaboration with more capable student peers and actual development level of the learner

as determined by independent problem-solving (as cited in Markova & Medvedev, 2010).
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In applying the concept of the ZPD to the program participation of the students, the

Success Program teachers expected that the presence of an adult interaction partner might
bring improvement in the students’ literacy scores.

In the classrooms, scaffolding is considered as a process in which the students are
provided a temporary framework for learning by the teachers. Explicit connections
between the content and literacy goals for designing instruction among the students must
emerge as relevant for the student to benefit from cultural modeling. Risko and
WalkerDalhouse (2007) found that sharing their experiences and knowledge among their
small group, peers, community, and family helps students. Two fundamental components
of culturally-approachable instruction emerge from cultural modeling. These include
respect for cultural differences and viewing these differences as learning and teaching
resources rather than as deficits to be surmounted. Cultural modeling helps to provide
impartial and accelerated opportunities for learning for all students; however, it is mainly
empowering for students who belong to racial groups whose language and culture are not
visible in the classrooms (Lindenberger, 2011). Within the context of the ZPD, students
benefit from experiencing diverse cultures through scaffolding. During the scaffolding
process, the educators have the opportunity to model appropriate cultural interactions and
responses in a safe small group situation. In the intervention program titled Start
Instruction With Texts That Build Upon Your African American Students’ Knowledge
and Experiences, students are more involved when culturally authentic African American
texts are used (Risko & Walker-Dalhouse, 2007). Swain and Lapkin (2000) found that
the ZPD assisted South Korean elementary students in achieving their task, which was to
learn English. During each small group session, the instructor built upon the knowledge

the students learned earlier. The students engaged in ZPD realized greater vocabulary
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than the students learning English who were not exposed to ZPD (Swain & Lapkin. 2000)

The Success Program used ZPD on small group instruction to increase the literacy skills
of struggling students.
Small Group Instruction

A component of Vygotsky’s theory, as well as of RTI, is instruction of children in
small groups (as cited in Samuels, 2008; as cited in Vellutino et al., 2008). Students in a
small group may be more inclined to ask questions than in a large classroom
environment. Small group instruction is a component of the Success Program. The
Success Program’s premise is that the segmented instruction of small groups will help
emerging readers by providing opportunities to strengthen literacy skills for academic
growth (as cited in Samuels, 2008; as cited in Vellutino et al., 2008). In the Success
Program, students receive individualized attention and instruction that may not be
possible in a large group or classroom activities. It is also expected that teachers in the
Success Program might be able to observe how individual students perform on tasks and
how they interact with other students (Wasik, 2008).

Small group instruction provides a unique learning opportunity. Tyner (2009)
found that small group reading instruction includes effective assessments and a balanced
instructional scheme (guided reading, phonics, and writing). Effective contextual reading
and systematic word study is paced to the speed of individual students. This kind of
teaching and learning is convenient when instruction is delivered in the smallest grouping
teams and helps to meet the literacy needs of the students (Tyner, 2009). According to
Wasik (2008), there are certain factors that should be given consideration while teaching

students in small groups. One factor is the size of the group should not exceed five.



Another factor to consider is the skill level of the group members. Both factors are
essential when developing small group instruction.

The current study was grounded in small group instruction. During small group
instruction, meaningful relationships emerge, making the scaffold approach a natural
progression within the ZPD. The students in a small group may be more inclined to ask
questions than in a large classroom environment. Vygotsky argued that students do not
learn in isolation (as cited in Miller, 2011). Assessments are used to address the levels of
the students and the teacher builds on the strengths of the students while providing

enrichment for weaknesses (Miller, 2011). Small group guidelines mean that

. Groups should not exceed more than five children.

. Groups should be deliberately organized.

. Groups should be unique from center time activities.

. Groups c