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ACTION RESEARCH

FOCUS

Is instruction in phonics and use of cold and hot timed repeated reading being used by the specialist with second grade students improving their fluency?  Does this process encourage them to read and make reading more enjoyable to them?


In this action research project I will examine as to whether phonic instruction and use of cold and hot timings of repeated reading passages used by the Reading Specialist actually increase reading fluency for children in the second grade.  I am curious as to whether students are more encouraged to read and if reading is more enjoyable to them with these skills.  Students gather in small groups of four or five children from the same grade level, but not necessarily from the same class.  The children sit at a u-shaped table, the kind you’d expect to see when working with a small group.  This has always been an area of interest for me as I was a child who struggled with reading and it was reflected in my poor grades.  I was never pulled out of the classroom for this kind of intense program and I can’t help but wonder what kind of student I could have been if given this opportunity.  That said, I do question if this really works.  


The first item on the agenda is to review grade level phonics.  To become skilled readers, children must be able to identify words quickly and accurately.  In order to do that, they must be capable of decoding words.  One decodes a word by sounding it out.  In order to sound out words, students must be able to connect specific sounds to very specific letters.  After a quick review, as these students are expected to recognize and say them rapidly, the teacher applies the lesson for the day using many different tactics.  The primary focus is on reading fluency, but in order to read fluently students must know how a word is put together phonetically.  The premise is that once the student is able to read fluently and spend less energy on decoding, they will have more energy to focus on what the story is saying and more fully comprehend the text they have just read.


I’ve noticed the teacher using a strategy of repeated reading with the use of cold and hot timing.  This is a technique in which students are given a new passage, sight unseen, to read and they are timed to see how many words they can read in one minute.  That number of words read correctly is recorded at the bottom left hand corner of the sheet. The students practice reading the same passage a minimum of three more times, often with the recorded story, and then they are hot timed.  The students read as far as they can in one minute and the new word count is recorded at the bottom right hand corner of the sheet.  I question the reliability of this technique.  I’ve watch the students rush through pieces of the text as though parts of it were memorized just to get a better score during the hot timing.  Has this actually increased their fluency or does it imply they have excellent memories?  


With this investigation, I’m hoping to find out if these strategies do in fact improve students’ reading fluency for these early grades.  I’m eager to find concrete evidence that students’ knowledge of phonics increases their ability to decode and that this ability enhances their reading fluency.  If fully convinced, I hope to employ the same strategies in my own classroom.  These courses of action align with the Arizona Departments of Education academic K-12 standards for grades 1-3: Strand One: Reading Process, Concept Three: Phonics – Decode words, using knowledge of phonics, syllabication and word parts and Concept Five: Read fluently.  

Literature Review

Focus Question:


Is instruction in phonics and use of cold and hot timed repeated reading being used by the reading specialist with second grade students improving their fluency?  Does this process encourage the students to read more and does it make reading more enjoyable to them?

Woolfolk, A. (2004). Educational Psychology. 9th ed. Boston, MA: Allyn & Bacon

For my textbook review Module 36 Cluster 12 on pages 454 – 455 will be examined and synthesized.


There has been much debate over the years regarding the best way to teach students to read and write. Should teachers use phonic based instruction that connects letters to certain sounds and sounds to words, or should teachers use a whole-language approach where students focus on the meaning of the text?  


Supporters of the whole-language approach believe that reading is a guessing game.  In other words, students try out words within the text and make predictions about what the text means based on the other words in the text and their prior knowledge.  With whole-language students do not try to break down words or sentences in smaller bites.  They believe that reading can be taught naturally, similar to the way children learn to read.   


Advocates of phonic instruction believe that being able to decode a word with an understanding of the letter-sound relationships is useful to students learning to read.  They have the belief that it is knowing the words that enable one to make sense of the text, rather than using context to guess the meaning of it.  Because they feel so strongly these skills are vitally important in the process of learning to read, they practice direct instruction of the alphabet and phonics.  There are thirty years of research that suggests when children are able to demonstrate sound and word recognition it helps in their reading efforts. 


The author suggested that perhaps a combination of both methods was most effective overall.  If the students need the phonic instruction, the teachers should provide it.  


In addition, the Center for the Improvement of Early Reading Achievement (CIERA) has reviewed research and found ten principles for learning to read.  They concluded that two of the most influential factors in predicting later reading success were letter-name knowledge and phonemic awareness, especially when it is used with letter-sound education.  CIERA suggests that instruction of repeated reading activities and instruction of consistent letter-sound associations as well as others, are essential for teaching primary grades.  


Though my focus is not concerned with the whole language approach, this information clearly connects with my focus since the instruction of phonics and repeated reading activities do help students to read more fluently.  This is supported by three decades of research that indicates that reading is enhanced by knowing the letter-sound connections used for decoding words.   In turn, decoding words quickly leads to more fluent reading.  Additional review of research by CIERA also endorses repeated reading activities to increase reading fluency.  


These concepts are relevant to the young students that I will be studying.  These second grade students are instructed in phonics daily by their general education classroom, their reading specialist, or both.   The reading specialist also uses repeated reading on a regular basis for these students.  

Goldstein, A. (1999). Action Research; Class Activities; Grade 1; Grade 2; Instructional 
Effectiveness; Primary Eduation; Reading Improvement; Reading Instruction; 
Reading Research: Improving Students’ Reading Fluency, Dissertations/Theses 
(040), 1-45.


This article examined a program designed to improved students’ reading fluency.  The study was completed with students from the first and second grades from a middle class Midwest school.  A number of activities, thought to improve fluency, were being used with these students; repeated reading, auditory modeling, supported reading techniques, and direct instruction of reading fluency. This study took place over five months and was carefully designed with the use of formal and informal observations, a pretest of subjects, an intervention, and a posttest. 

The children who showed irregularity in the ability to decode words, in other words students were not fluent readers, were identified by their classroom teachers and recommended for this study.  The author noted that when a student’s energy is spent on decoding and word recognition, there is a decreased supply for comprehension.  Without comprehension, the reader is “robbed of enjoyment” of reading.  If reading is unrewarding for children, they will read less and less.  The result was that non-fluent readers tend to read less.  This is just the opposite of what these students need.  Students were tested early in this process to see how many words they could read in one minute and tested in the same manner at the end of the study to see how their fluency increased over time.


According to the author, the definition of “reading fluency” is murky for many teachers.  Some teachers described reading fluency as “good”, “above average”, and “high” for their students.  The author uses the following criteria for reading fluency:

· The reading process is unforced or automatic

· Readers “chunk” words into meaningful phrases

· Readers use expression when reading to convey the message


There is substantial research that shows the use of repeated readings is a proven method for improving reading fluency.  Repeated reading simply means that students practice reading the same text over and over until it flows smoothly.  It is believed that this repetition is more successful when students see the words through repeated exposures to one text.  One researcher suggests this process helps readers to use word groupings and rhythm in reading just as they would if they were speaking.  This also leads to fewer pauses during reading.  


Some believe there are many advantages to using the repeated reading strategy:

· Increase in knowledge content

· Increase in strategic knowledge

· Students can reflect on their own reading improvement since they are both readers and listeners when working in pairs

· When listening, students become more aware of the critical features of fluent reading

· This may lead to student motivation

· This strategy works for struggling readers and can improve fluency in average readers

· This works for all students across grades, not just beginning readers


Other research suggests that repeated readings used with auditory modeling may even be more effective.  This can be accomplished with a fluent reader modeling what was described earlier as fluency; reading automatically, chunking phrases, and using plenty of expression.


Finally, when students were asked what they thought would make them a better reader, more than half responded with an answer eluding to practice.  The majority of the students in the study showed improvements in word recognition, accuracy, and the number of words read correctly per minute.  This timed-reading was part of the pretest/posttest process.  They also gained positive attitudes toward themselves as they saw themselves as successful readers and towards reading.  


This article is well suited for my focus as the participants in this study were the same age as the students in my Action Research project.  I will be examining the use of repeated readings and using cold and hot timed reading of passages similar to how they were used in this research.  The reading specialist I am working with for this assignment uses a variety of repeated reading techniques to help her students read more fluently.  At times it is accompanied by auditory reading, not always with an adult modeling fluency, but rather with a recording of the text being rehearsed.  I will also compare the author’s definition of reading fluency with the reading specialist’s definition.  


I will briefly look at what was said about repeated readings and the students’ attitude toward repeated readings since this is also directly related to my focus.  The children in the study had wonderful things to say about this strategy.  I will ask my participants if they like repeated readings.  The results of this study showed that improvement in reading actually made reading more enjoyable to them.  I will ask a similar question to determine if they have experienced the same outcome.

Blevins, W. (1998).  Phonics from A to Z: A Practical Guide.  New York, NY: Scholastic, 
Inc.


This entire textbook is devoted to the “whys” and “hows” of teaching young children phonics.  Phonics is defined as the relationship between sounds and their spellings.  The author suggests that there are three goals of early reading instruction:

1. Recognizing words automatically:

In order to be a good reader one must be able to decode words with speed and accuracy.  This is accomplished by sounding out each letter in the words.  Therefore, it is necessary that readers know the relationship between letters and the sound(s) they make. 

2. Text comprehension:


When children can decode words in a text quickly, they have more energy 
for making sense of what they are reading.

3. Instill a love of literature and reading:


Children who read well tend to enjoy reading.  However, a child who 
struggles to read needs to practice reading, but because they are poor 
readers they will try to avoid it. 


The text also examines ten important findings in research about phonics, but for the sake of this paper I’ll be review the ones most significant to my focus.  The first states that instruction in phonics can help all children to read.  Though it’s particularly helpful for students at risk for reading difficulty, there are benefits for all children.  The purpose of this instruction is to help children read with accuracy, fluency and comprehension.  Strong decoding skills predict good reading ability and poor decoding skills predict poor reading ability.  


Next, we learn that explicit instruction is more valuable than implicit instruction.  Explicit instruction for phonics is systematic teaching done during early elementary years.  Implicit instruction is when children discover the relationships of letters and sounds on their own.  Explicit instruction is best for students at risk for reading difficulty.  The key is to provide students with abundant opportunities to read decodable words.


The research also tells us that many poor readers have weak phonic skills and a strategy imbalance.  Having knowledge of phonics is only one strategy that should be used by readers.  Two other strategies are using context and structural clues.  Good readers use a combination of these.  Poor readers tend to rely on context clues more often because they do not have sufficient decoding skills.


The better one has knows phonics, the better one can decode.  Having decoding skills is vital as it precisely predicts success in reading comprehension down the road.  Not being able to decode words quickly can affect readers in these ways; the first words read can be forgotten before the reader makes sense of what the text was saying and excessive energy is spent decoding words so that the reader has less energy for comprehension.


  Also, a reader’s attention to each letter in a word is important to the reading process.  Eye-movement research indicates the capable reader looks at every word in a sentence and each letter of the words.  Before this study many thought it was a “whole-word” process rather than letter-by-letter process.  Instruction in phonics should draw children’s attention to all the letters in a word, as well as the sounds those letters make.


Because this article is about the instruction of phonics in early elementary years, it will address my focus specifically.  It addresses instruction of phonics taught through explicit instruction similar to how my subjects are taught, decoding ability and how that leads to fluency and comprehension.  Knowing what the research has to say will validate or not validate the practices of the reading specialist.  

Tompkins, G.E. (2005). Literacy for the 21st Century: A Balanced Approach.  USA: Pearson Education, Inc.


Though the information on repeated readings is brief in this text, it is still practical for the purpose of my focus.  Repeated reading is not to be confused with a re-reading activity that teachers sometimes use to focus students’ attention to a specific part of the text.  Repeated reading is a strategy to help students to improve their reading accuracy and their reading fluency.  

There are four steps in the repeated reading process:

1. The teacher pretest students on a read-aloud portion of a text.  The teacher records the time and the number of errors.

2.  The students practice reading the text to themselves silently or orally.

3.  The teachers give the students a posttest recording the time and the number or errors.

4. The teacher compares the pretest and posttest results with the students.  This information is recorded on a graph to show the growth that occurred.


This is excellent information for my action research project.  This is the process that the Reading Specialist uses habitually with students across grades. 

DATA COLLECTION METHODS AND INSTRUMENTS

Focus Question:


Is instruction in phonics and use of cold and hot timed repeated reading being used by the reading specialist with second grade students improving their fluency?  Does this process encourage the students to read more and does it make reading more enjoyable to them?

Participants:


In order to answer the questions in my focus, I will collect data from several sources; the second grade students currently receiving intense reading instruction, their teachers, as well as the reading specialist.  This research is being conducted at Arrowhead Elementary School in the Deer Valley District.  The school is considered to be of a middle class population.  The two groups of second grade students consisting of five boys and four girls are seeing the reading specialist in this school to increase their reading fluency.  The reading room is literacy-rich where books abound!  There are two u-shaped tables in the large, comfortable room that are used for the small groups that come into the classroom.  There is a nice couch in a nook of the room that is perfect for independent or shared reading activities.  The reading specialist is caring and warm to students, the faculty, and me.  She has her masters in elementary education with a reading endorsement and taught for many years in a regular classroom before she became a reading specialist.

Description of Data Collection Methods and Directions for Use:


SEE:  The first method of data that I will be collecting in my triangulation is a checklist.  The reading specialist has agreed to test each child individually on phonics knowledge
 for the purpose of this project.  (Usually they perform them as a group.) This can be done quite simply by checking off the phonics the students recite correctly.  For example, students must know the fifteen letters that have one-to-one letter-form to letter-sound (b, d, f, h, j, k, l, m, n, p, r, t, v, w, and z) as well as the letters or group of letters that make different or unexpected sounds (c = /k/
 or /s/, s = /s/ or /z/, ci = /sh/ or /zh/ and many more too numerous to list).  This testing will take very little time overall, but students’ knowledge of the letter/sound relationship is an extremely important step in reading fluency.  The faster one can decode letters and then words, the more fluent one becomes.  I will test the students at the beginning of this project (pre-test) and again at the end of the project (post-test).  



SAY: I will read the second grade students the following statements and ask them to respond to them.  The choices will be strongly agree (SA), agree (A), not sure (NS), disagree (D) or strongly disagree (SD).  They will each have a corresponding point value of 5, 4, 3, 2, and 1 respectively.  This Likert Attitude Scale will help me to determine the students’ present attitude of reading.

1. I like to learn phonics.

2. I like to do repeated reading activities.

3. This makes me want to read more at home or during free time.

4. Reading is more enjoyable to me now.

5. Mrs. H is helping me to become a more fluent reader.

The students are familiar with me and I have established a good rapport with them.  This should help me to obtain answers of integrity from each student.  


I will also send a brief e-mail questionnaire to the teachers of these second graders by asking them to answer the following questions:

1. Is phonic instruction routinely practiced in your classroom?

2. Do you employ repeated reading activities with your students?

3. Do you cold/hot time students’ reading of particular passages?

The answers to these questions will give me an idea about the kind of support these students are receiving from their classroom teachers and the importance they place on reading.  


OUTCOME (DO): I, as a participant observer, will also be collecting field notes on the repeated reading activities in the classroom for the third part of the triangulation. I will track students’ cold timed and hot timed reading. A “cold time” is when the student reads a passage sight-unseen.  The number of words a student reads in one minute (minus the number of words read incorrectly or not read at all) is recorded.  After the cold read, the students are instructed to practice as described in these steps:

1. Each student must practice reading along with the recorded passage a minimum of three times.

2. The students answer a set of questions based on the reading and review the vocabulary words.  To answer these questions, students are sometimes forced to go back and read the story again and again until they’ve answered all of the questions.  This is additional practice for the students.


After sufficient practice the students are hot timed on the passage. The number of words a student reads in one minute (minus the number of words read incorrectly or not at all) is recorded. The increase in the recorded words shows how fluency has increased with this particular passage.  It seems obvious that students should be able to read a practiced passage much more fluently than an unpracticed one.  This method will most likely show that to be true.

Rationale:


I believe that the data collection methods will serve the purpose of my focus.  I will examine if phonic instruction and repeated readings actually increase reading fluency.   Let me first discuss phonic instruction.  To become skilled readers, children must be able to identify words quickly and accurately.  In order to do that, they must be capable of decoding words by sounding it out.  In order to sound out words, students must be able to connect specific sounds to very specific letters.  For students to read fluently, they must know how a word is put together phonetically.  The premise is that once the students are able to read fluently and spend less energy on decoding, they will have more energy to focus on what the story is about and more fully comprehend the text they have just read.  So an increase in phonic knowledge should lead to more fluent reading.


Then, I will analyze the responses to the statements posed to the second grade students and the answers to the questions asked of the teachers.  This will give me an idea of each student’s attitude about attending the class, the instruction they receive, and whether this instruction encourages them to read outside of the classroom for pleasure, not just what is required by their teachers.  The answers from the teachers will give an indication of the importance placed on reading and the strategies used in their own classrooms to help students with reading fluency.  


Finally, I will investigate the effectiveness of repeated readings.  I will look for increases in each of the cold timings as well as continued growth in the hot timings.  I would expect each student’s hot time score to be significantly greater than their cold time score of the same passage.  What I specifically want to look at is a number of consecutive cold timings.  If their cold time scores of new passages rise consistently over time, then I will be convinced that repeated readings do, in fact, lead to reading fluency.

Data Analysis

Focus: 


Is instruction in phonics and use of cold and hot timed repeated reading being used by the specialist with second grade students improving their fluency?  Does this process encourage them to read and make reading more enjoyable to them?

Data Collection:

SEE:   For this first method of data collection the reading specialist, who I have been working with throughout this project, tested each of the nine second grade students individually on their phonics knowledge.  This was somewhat out of the ordinary as they were accustomed to being tested as a group where they recite each one in unison or in a round-robin fashion.  Students were tested on a total of seventy letters or groups of letters and are expected to know all one hundred and eleven sounds that can represent those letters.  


The testing took place over two days during the students’ scheduled time to see the reading specialist.  There were four students in one group and five in the other.  The teacher was very kind to do this testing for me.  Though I could have tested them, she was so much more familiar with both the students and the phonics and did so much more efficiently than I ever could have.  She marked the phonics data collection sheet similar to other testing she does with the students.  Though several items are marked with special notations, the two most important ones on their individual papers are the circles and the checkmarks.  The circles represent wrong answers, while the checkmarks indicate correct answers. These are the only ones I will be examining for the purpose of this study.  I simply determined the percentage of correct answers for each student’s test by dividing the number of correct answers given from the student, by the total number of possible correct answers, one hundred and eleven.  The results are shown on a graph in the following pages.

STUDENT SAY:
I was also interested in how the students felt about the instruction they were receiving from the reading specialist and how this impacted their reading away from school.  This was accomplished by asking each student to rate how they best felt about the following five statements which I read aloud to them:

· I like to learn phonics.

· I like to do repeated reading activities.

· This makes me want to read more at home or during free time.

· Reading is more enjoyable to me now.

· Mrs. H is helping me to become a more fluent reader.


I reminded each student that I was a student myself and trying to learn how they were becoming more fluent readers.  I told them that there was no right or a wrong answers, that I wouldn’t be sharing this information with anyone from their school, and that it was only about their feelings regarding reading.  Students responded with answers ranging from “strongly agree” to “strongly disagree” and I filled in the appropriate response. 


I feel the students’ responses were very honest.  Some of the children wanted to make sure it wasn’t going to hurt Mrs. H’s feelings.  I assured them that it was going be kept confidential.  


I examined the answers given to each question individually and the results are shown in a pie chart following these pages. 

TEACHER SAY:
I thought it was important to gain insight as to what kind and how much reading support, in the form of phonic instruction and repeated readings, the students were receiving from their general education classrooms.  I simply sent an attachment to an e-mail to the four second grade teachers requesting answers to the following questions:

· Is phonic instruction routinely practiced in your classroom?

· Do you employ repeated reading activities with your students?

· Do you cold/hot time students’ reading of particular passages?


Though these questions were brief and easy to answer, all of the teachers were slow in their reply except one.  I attribute this to the AIMS testing that the teachers were preparing for when the survey was e-mailed to them.  The following week, when they were in the midst of AIMS testing, I had to send out an additional request for this information.


The answers to these individual questions are shown in the pages that follow in a table.

DO (OUTCOME): 
Finally, I collected data on students’ cold timed and hot timed reading scores.  Though this data was easy to collect, it was the most time consuming part of the data collection process.  I collected scores for all the readings the students had done since January.  I collected scores of each student’s cold-timed reading and hot-time reading of the same text.  Most of the students had five readings completed, but one had six finished.    The reason I wanted this data was to determine if students’ cold-timed reading scores were increasing over time.  I would expect there would be a significant difference in their hot-timed score as they were timed the second time only after the students had practiced the same text a number of times.  


I was also interested in finding out if the students who did well on the phonics testing were the more fluent readers, indicated by higher cold and hot timings.  Other items of interest were if these more fluent readers were more likely to read at home or during free time and enjoyed reading more.  


The results of each student’s cold and hot timed reading exercises are displayed in scatter graphs in the following pages.

Reliability and Validity:
To ensure all of these collections were reliable and valid, I used triangulation by using several different methods to gather the data; phonics testing, a student questionnaire to determine their feelings about reading, a teacher questionnaire about the support given to these students, and cold and hot timed reading scores.  I also sought the advice of two friends, my mentor teacher and my fellow classmate.  I am certain the results of the phonics testing are dependable and credible as the reading specialist is an expert in her field and was very thorough.  My mentor and fellow student used critical eyes as they reviewed what I have collected as well as how it was presented.
Summary of Findings:

	Date Source
	Type
	Conclusion Drawn
	Evidence

	Phonics Testing
	See
	⅓ of the students have a good knowledge of phonics.

Five of the students have a fair understanding of phonics.

One student demonstrates a poor knowledge of phonics.
	Three students have a score of 80% or higher.
Five students’ scores fall between 62-70%.
This student only scored 55% on the phonics test.

	Student Questionnaire
	Say
	Students enjoy learning phonics for the most part.

Almost of the students love doing the repeated reading exercises. 

More than half of the class liked to read at home or during free time.

Reading is more enjoyable to almost all of the students.

Every student felt that the reading specialist was helping them to become more fluent readers.
	7 out of 9 students “strongly agreed” or “agreed” to this statement.

7 out of 9 students “strongly agreed”, 1 “agreed” and 1 was unsure.
5 out of 9 students responded they do like to read outside of school, 3 out of 9 did not like to, and 1 student was unsure.
All but one student responded that reading was more enjoyable to them now.  One student was unsure.
All 9 students “strongly agreed” or “agreed” that Mrs. H was helping them to read more fluently.

	Teacher Questionnaire

(Second grade teachers)
	Say
	The teachers routinely teach phonics to their students.
The teachers employ reading activities with students.

Half use cold/hot timed reading passages.


	3 out of 4 answered that they teach phonics routinely, 1 answered she teaches them most days.

All 4 teachers do this!

The response was evenly divided.

	Cold/Hot Timings
	Do
	There was a general trend in students’ cold-timed reading scores increasing.

There was a considerable increase in students’ hot-timed scores compared to their cold-timed scores.

The number of scored reading passages slightly varies in this group of students. 
	Looking at the scatter plots, 6 of the students’ cold-timed scores increased over time.

The scatter plots show that all of the students have significantly higher scores on their hot–timing of the same passages in which they were cold-timed.
Student #7 only had one cold/hot timed passage, student #6 had 3, and student #9 had six.




This graph shows at a glance students’ scores of phonics knowledge testing: 

[image: image1.emf]

As you can see, three of the nine students (2, 8, and 9) scored 80% or higher on the phonics testing.  I wanted to know if these higher scores meant a higher number of words read for students’ cold-timed passages in particular and if they enjoyed reading more.  Three other students (4, 7, and 5) had the lowest phonics scores.  I wondered if they were the poorest in reading fluency and to what extent they enjoyed reading at home.
[image: image2..pict]The following pie charts show how the students felt about the statements:

                           I like to learn phonics.

	SA
	A
	NS
	D
	SD

	55.6%
	22.2%
	0%
	11.1%
	11.1%


[image: image3..pict]
I like to do repeated reading activities.

	SA
	A
	NS
	D
	SD

	77.8%
	11.1%
	11.1%
	0%
	0%


[image: image4..pict]
I want to read more at home or during free time.

	SA
	A
	NS
	D
	SD

	44.5%
	11.1%
	11.1%
	11.1%
	22.2%


	SA
	A
	NS
	D
	SD

	66.7%
	11.1%
	11.1%
	11.1%
	0%
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Reading is more enjoyable to me now

.

[image: image6..pict]Mrs. H is helping me to become a more fluent reader.
	SA
	A
	NS
	D
	SD

	66.7%
	33.3%
	0%
	0%
	0%



Though these items are not broken down by student I will tell you that the three students, who scored highest on the phonics test and read more fluently, indicated by the cold-timed scores, all responded positively when asked each question in their survey.  They indicated they liked phonics, repeated reading, wanting to read more at home, reading was more enjoyable to them, and that Mrs. H was helping them to become fluent readers.  


The three students who scored the lowest on phonics test did not like learning phonics (2 out of 3), but loved repeated reading.   None of them wanted to read at home and only one student said reading was more enjoyable.  However, they all believed that Mrs. H was helping them to become more fluent readers.

These are the results of the teacher survey:

	Question
	Yes
	Somewhat
	No

	Is phonic instruction routinely practiced in your classroom?
	75%
	25%
	0%

	Do you employ repeated reading activities with your students?
	100%
	0%
	0%

	Do you cold/hot time students’ reading of particular passages?
	50%
	25%
	25%


[image: image7..pict][image: image8..pict]The following scatter graphs show the student’s cold-timed reading score in the blue and their hot-timed score in pink for a series of readings.  I left out Student 7, 

as he only had one assessment to compare.  
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Interestingly, the student with the best knowledge of phonics, scored consistently higher in the cold-time passages than the other students.  The student who scored lowest in the phonics test was among the group of students scoring in the low range on the cold-timed passages, but he did not have the lowest score overall.  


There were increases 100% of the time in regard to everyone’s cold-timed and hot-timed reading of the same passage.  This was expected.  I was most interested to see if students’ cold-time scores would increase from one passage to the next.  As you can see, there is a general trend of cold-timed scores increasing.  This would indicate that fluency is increasing and that repeated readings are effective.
Intervention Plan of Action

Will the focused teaching of phonics and the Read Naturally program improve the reading fluency of second grade students who struggle to read? 

Let me begin by saying that the reading specialist that I’ve been working with is taking all the right steps with these second grade students.  Research supports that repeated reading activities and instruction of phonics are key elements to improve reading fluency.  Knowledge of phonics is essential for decoding words quickly, which is in turn necessary for fluent reading.  The cold-time scores of the students are rising gradually, indicating an increase of fluency.  Before moving on to my suggested intervention for these students, let me restate five significant findings from my research:

· Two-thirds of the students (6 out of 9) scored 70% or below on phonics test.

· Seven of the nine students enjoy learning phonics.

· Most of the students (8 out of 9) enjoy the repeated reading activities.  Only one student was unsure how he felt.

· Six out of 8 students’ cold-timed scores increased over time.  (One student only had only read one text so there was nothing to compare it to.)

· Half of the second grade teachers do cold and hot timed reading activities and the other half does not.  One teacher admitted to not being trained in this procedure.


I would like to suggest the following interventions be implemented over the next four weeks for this action research project.  I believe that by applying them, the students will become more proficient in their phonics skills, show sustained improvement on their cold-timed scores, and continue to become more fluent readers.  These interventions are not new ideas to the reading program, but rather revamped to get the general education teachers of these second grade students on the same page as the reading specialist and offering additional student-support in their own classrooms.

Intervention 

Step One: More focused teaching of phonics

Instruction of phonics is done routinely in the students’ second grade general education classrooms as well as in the reading specialist’s room.  Yet, even with this consistent instruction, six out of nine students seeing the reading specialist for assistance in reading appear to struggle with the majority of letter-sound connections they are expected to know by this time.  Of course, occasional review of all phonics is acceptable and recommended.  However for this intervention, I believe all of the teachers involved must focus primarily on the phonics the students do not know.  All nine students in this study know all fifteen of the letters that have a consistent letter-sound correspondence (b, d. f, h, j, k, l, m, n, p, r, t, v, w, and z) and most of the students have mastered the different sounds each vowel makes.  The instruction should focus not on the phonics the students have mastered, but rather those they have not mastered a little at a time.  By working collaboratively, the teachers build a mutual support system that is in place for their students and for each other.


Most of the students (7 out of 9) enjoy learning phonics already.  Teachers can form teams consisting of two or three students each for phonics study groups.  These groups should be formed with a fun purpose in mind; for learning phonics.  The group members are accountable to each other for the phonics they are responsible to learn.  The formation of such groups is to benefit the struggling readers specifically, but will be beneficial to all students.  Instead of reviewing all of the non-mastered phonics everyday, all of the teachers can start by focusing on the same three or four phonics the first day and reinforcing them periodically throughout the day.  On day two, review the three or four learned the day before and add three of four more in the same fashion.  In this way, they are building knowledge slowly, rather than expecting students to recite them perfectly all at once.  


No additional resources are needed for this plan.  The teachers already have the phonics cards in their classrooms.  They only need to agree to be consistent in their daily explicit instruction of phonics.  I believe that at the end of the four weeks, there will be a significant increase in the students’ individual phonics testing.  This testing is critical in order to see if this intervention plan is successful.


The research, reviewed for the sake of this paper, all suggest a strong link between knowing the letter(s)-sounds relationship and one’s ability to read more fluently.  Knowing the relationship each letter has to the sounds it can make enables one to decode words.  To become skilled readers, children must be able to identify words quickly and accurately by decoding them.  Once children are able to read fluently and spend less energy on decoding, they will have more energy to focus on what the story is saying and more fully comprehend the text they have just read.  Research also shows that explicit instruction is best for students at risk for reading difficulty. 
Step Two: Training all second grade teachers to use Read Naturally


Read Naturally is a “repeated reading” program designed to increase students’ reading fluency.  It is not complicated to master, but one must have some direction in order to use it effectively.  The reading specialist is experienced and capable of training the other teachers in a matter of an hour.  Here is how the program works:

1. The students do a “cold-time” on the reading passage.  (Cold-time refers to reading the passage unrehearsed.)  The number of words read in one minute, minus the number of words omitted or read incorrectly, is recorded at the bottom left of the page.  The students fill in the graph using the blue pencil.

2. Students practice reading along with the recorded passage a minimum of three times.

3. Students answer questions and review vocabulary words pertaining to the passage.  If they do not know the answers to the questions they must read through the text again to find them.  This is additional practice.  

4. After sufficient practice, students do a “hot-time” on the same passage.  (Hot-time refers to reading the passage after plenty of practice.)  The number of words read in one minute, minus the number of words omitted or read incorrectly, is recorded at the bottom right of the page.  The students fill in the graph using the red pencil.


 There are some additional resources required; one minute timers (for teachers), a folder for each student in which to hold their reading materials and graphs, and red and blue pencils.  The reading specialist has all of the reading materials, but time should be allowed to make sets of the reading passages for the students.  These costs are minimal…the benefits are great!


Teachers can focus on the Read Naturally program with these students while the other students in the room are reading independently.  This would not replace other important instruction during the day.  A large majority of the students love Read Naturally and have seen the fruits of their labor when working with the reading specialist.  (The graph they complete after each reading shows at a glance how the number of words read correctly increases.)  


There is substantial research that shows the use of repeated readings is a proven method for improving reading fluency and accuracy.  I would expect to see an increase between a student’s cold-time and hot-time scores.   I have seen firsthand how the students’ accuracy improves and the number of words read increases.  Students read the same passage a number of times before doing their hot-timing so these results are expected.  


At the end of the four weeks, I will examine the results of the students’ cold-time scores.  I expect to see a general and gradual rise in scores for most students from one passage to the next.  With the support the students will receive from the reading specialist and now with the comparable support from their teachers, I believe the students will have a greater knowledge of the targeted phonics and that will lead to reading with greater fluency.

Reflection:


This project took a tremendous amount of time for me this semester, but the 

more I got involved in it, the more I enjoyed it.  I definitely have a soft spot in my heart for children who are struggling readers and this passion spurred me on throughout the process.  I believe in the intervention plan of action I have suggested in this paper.  I only wish it was something I could implement to see if the plan could actually help students increase their reading fluency.  It is rather hard to just let this sit now, but I have no authority and no time to put it into action at this point.


All students must know their phonics and are regularly quizzed on them from the time they enter kindergarten and through the third grade.  Most of these nine children in this study are behind in their knowledge of phonics.  Explicit focused instruction of phonics is just what these students need.   Phonics knowledge leads to more fluent reading.  To this extent it helps them meet academic standards (Grades 1-3, Strand One, Concept Three) for phonics and (Grades 1-3, Strand One, Concept Five) for reading fluently.


This was a powerful experience, but not as powerful as it could be.  Without the opportunity to implement the plan I will never know if it will work.  I wish I had the time and authority to do just that.  If I feel strongly enough about a situation that necessitates change, I will use action research in my own classroom.  I suspect though, that it will have to wait until I have a couple of years of teaching under my belt. 

� Phonic instruction involves the relationship between a letter or letters or the sound(s) they make.


�  The symbol  / /  means the sound of.





