
ABSTRACT 
 

An Examination of the Relationship of Accelerated Reader Implementation, Secondary 
Reading Programs, and TAKS Reading Pass Rates for Ninth Grade Students in Selected 

Central Texas School Districts 
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 Accelerated Reader (AR) is a reading management program designed by 

Advantage Learning Systems, Inc. to increase students’ reading motivation and to 

increase reading comprehension skills. The AR program is based on the premise that 

students will take a test to determine their reading level, read books on their designated 

level, and then take quizzes on the books they have read. Students are awarded points for 

good quiz grades and may then cash in points for rewards. This research studied ten ninth 

grade student populations of 175 or less. Five of the schools in the study implemented the 

AR program, and five did not. Schools that used the AR program were closely matched 

with schools that did not use AR based on ninth grade student population, demographics, 

and socioeconomic status. Ninth grade Reading TAKS pass rates were compared between 

schools using AR and those who did not. A Wilcoxon Rank Sum test indicated that the 

AR program did not make a difference in Reading TAKS scores. Campus representatives 

from each of the ten schools chosen for the study were interviewed about the school’s



ninth grade reading program. Questions were asked about additional reading instruction for 

struggling readers, content area reading emphasis, English classroom reading strategies, and 

incentives for extra reading. No specific strategy or program emerged as key in raising reading 

achievement on the Reading TAKS test. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Introduction 

 

 In colonial times, literacy was seen as an essential requirement for capable and 

productive citizens. Since that time, it seems that literacy- reading more specifically- has 

become less of a mandate and more of an option as more and more illiterate students have 

continued into an illiterate adulthood. In fact, a 1992 report of the National Assessment of 

Educational Progress (NAEP) concluded that although many students at the 4th, 8th, and 

12th grade levels had mastered basic reading competencies, very few had reached the 

level that would be required in the 21st century workplace. A 1992 National Assessment 

of Adult Literacy found that 21 to 23 percent -- or some 40 to 44 million of the 191 

million adults in this country -- demonstrated skills in the lowest level of prose, 

document, and quantitative proficiencies (Kirsch, Jungeblut, Jenkins, & Kolstad, 1992). 

More than ever, the American people are demonstrating concern for improving 

the literacy levels both of students in school and of adults (Binkley & Williams, 1996). In 

the 1980s, more studies were done regarding the process of reading and the best 

strategies for teaching students to read. In 1983, Becoming a Nation of Readers, a report 

compiled by the National Academy of Education, the National Institute of Education, and 

the Center for the Study of Reading at the University of Illinois, responded to the 

discussion of how to improve schools and reading instruction. The same report presented 

research regarding human cognition, environmental influences, and the studies of 

classroom practices and their impact on reading achievement. In 1998, Preventing 

Reading Difficulties in Young Children suggested an integrated approach to reading and 
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intervention based on multiple measures was key.  Also at this time, the Reading 

Excellence Act was passed. The Reading Excellence Act is a federal bill that supports 

scientific research in reading instruction, providing grants to states that want to improve 

the reading skills of their students. The National Reading Panel presented their findings 

in 2000 with Teaching Children to Read, a meta-analysis of research on the best 

strategies for teaching reading.  

With the adoption of the No Child Left Behind Act in 2000, there has been more 

of a push to substantially improve the reading abilities of students. Reading First, a 

program that is part of NCLB, reflected the concern of making sure students read well by 

the end of third grade. Under Reading First, states could receive federal funding to 

improve reading achievement. Early Reading First, specifically for preschool children 

from low income families, supported the same mission.   

With the advent of new laws encouraging reading achievement, and as a result of 

state tests that require students to comprehend their reading, new reading programs and 

strategies were created, implemented, and adopted in America’s schools in an effort to 

minimize the number of struggling readers found in classrooms and as a means for 

improving the quality of education provided. Distar (Sexton, 1989), Saxon Phonics 

(Saxon, 2008), and Voyager Reading (Frechtling, Zhang, & Silverstein, 2006), all 

scripted, can be used as stand alone reading programs. The Three-Tier Reading Model, 

developed through a collaboration between the University of Texas and the Texas 

Education Agency, was published in 2003. This model identified struggling readers 

before they fall behind and consisted of Tier 1 of 90 minute whole class instruction, Tier 

2 with 30 minutes of supplemental instruction, and Tier 3, providing 30 additional 
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minutes of more intensive and individualized reading instruction each day (University of 

Texas at Austin, 2007).  Guided Reading (Iaquinta, 2006), decodable books (Mesmer, 

2005), and Van Allen’s Language Experience (Dorr, 2006) are all strategies that are used 

to supplement reading programs and assist in reading instruction through teacher 

facilitation.  In the upper elementary and middle grades, basal readers combine pre-

selected texts of varied genres for students to read, and provides teachers with 

assessments and activities to accompany the books. Intervention strategies such as 

Reading Recovery (Reynolds & Wheldall, 2007), Book Buddies (Meier & Invernizzi, 

2001), and Early Intervention in Reading (Pikulski, 1994) attempt to improve students’ 

reading skills before they get too far behind.  

Accelerated Reader, a computer program that assesses reading comprehension 

through a series of multiple choice questions, is another widely used form of reading 

instruction. With this program, students are given a placement test to determine their 

reading level, and are then allowed to check out books in their school library that match 

their reading level. After reading the book on his or her own, students take quizzes on the 

book. Students may earn points and ultimately prizes provided by the school or another 

source for an accumulation of points. The presence of an AR program, without actual 

daily usage by students, is not necessarily helpful in improving reading comprehension 

and vocabulary (Johnson & Howard, 2003). 

 The goal of reading is comprehension. Comprehension is both a product and a 

process, something that requires purposeful, strategic effort on the reader’s part- 

anticipating the direction of the text, seeing the action of the text, contemplating and then 

correcting whatever confusions they encounter, and connecting what’s in the text to 
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what’s in their mind to make an educated guess about what’s going on (Beers, 2003). As 

early as 1915, Thorndike established a “script” for comprehension by selecting passages 

and writing questions about the passage, much like what is still used today as the basis 

for the reading portion of standardized tests. Durkin asked, “What do teachers do to teach 

comprehension?” in the 1970’s. She found that although teachers were testing 

comprehension, they were not teaching it (Durkin, 1978). The question for this study is 

whether the use of the Accelerated Reader program affects reading comprehension TAKS 

scores. This study focuses on the relationship between the use of Accelerated Reader 

(AR) and reading comprehension passing rates on the ninth grade Reading Texas 

Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS). 

 

Context of the Problem 

 High stakes testing is used most prominently for instructional improvement. It is 

also used for tracking students, and for accountability purposes. These state mandated 

tests, although they may differ by state, are usually multiple-choice in nature. Most 

multiple choice tests are seen as reliable, although often their validity may be challenged. 

In Texas, these tests are administered to students in the form of TAKS (Texas 

Assessment of Knowledge and Skills). The TAKS was first implemented for the 2002-

2003 school year. Students are tested in reading for grades 3 through 9, in writing at 

grades 4 and 7, in English Language Arts at grades 10 and 11, in math for grades 3 

through 11, in science at grades 5,10, and 11, and social studies in grades 8, 10, and 11 

(TEA, 2007). Any researcher has access to TAKS scores, as this data is archived and 

available to the public. The TAKS Reading test measures reading comprehension, and it 



   

 5

is reading comprehension scores that were compared to the use of Accelerated Reader for 

this study. 

 Throughout the years, TEA has reported on the validity and reliability of the 

performance-task scoring process. Reliability has been expressed in terms of reader 

agreement and correlation between first and second readings. Validity has been assessed 

via validity packets composed of responses selected and examined by TEA staff 

(Technical Digest, 2004-2005). Because the TAKS test provides scores that serve as a 

proxy for direct measurement of underlying achievement levels, their scores contain 

some amount of error, and test reliability quantifies this error.  Internal consistency 

reliabilities for TAKS range from .81 to .93.  Criterion-related evidence of validity for 

TAKS was provided in a study conducted by TEA and PEM. Results of their study 

indicated that the TAKS scale is comparable to the performance level for ACT and the 

standard performance level for the SAT (Technical Digest, 2004-2005).  

A number of factors can influence the supposed reliability of the TAKS test. 

Under No Child Left Behind, scores on statewide exams have become the single 

yardstick by which school success is measured. Struggling schools are penalized. 

Fudging the results to help a school barely survive or cheating on exams has become 

common. In 2005, after years of rock bottom test scores in Houston, scores shot up, and 

95 percent of the eleventh graders passed the state science test. That same year, TEA 

hired a company called Caveon Test Security to ensure the state’s standardized test 

results were valid. A host of irregularities were found at the Houston school. In a 2006 

poll, 60% of students admitted to have cheated on an exam at least once (Tyre, 2007).  
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Not only are scores questioned because of security or cheating issues, but 

alignment with NAEP, the Nation’s Report Card, has also caused some to question 

validity of TAKS scores. One study found that state tests varied greatly in judging 

students proficient—between 60 and 80 points—when placed on the NAEP 500 point 

scale (Cavanagh, 2007). In addition, the term “teaching to the test” has become popular 

for teachers in schools where high scores are what counts. Teachers are becoming less 

responsive and adaptive to students’ literacy needs as a result of this and are focusing 

more on skills management based on test objectives (Assaf, 2006). 

Despite the debate over the validity and reliability of the TAKS test and of state 

standardized tests in general, this researcher chose to use TAKS pass rates for the study 

because of the reading objectives tested, TAKS’ measure of reading comprehension, and 

the availability of the TAKS scores.    

According to the Texas Education Agency’s website description of the ninth 

grading reading TAKS test, the following is an explanation of the importance of this 

assessment.  

  The ability to read effectively is essential for all students. As  
  students move from grade to grade, reading skills are critical  
  for academic progress. Students who cannot read well will 
  struggle to succeed not only in English language arts but in 
  social studies, science, and mathematics as well. Good readers 
  have more opportunities available to them throughout their lives- 
  in education, employment, and personal enrichment—than those 
  who have not learned this fundamental skill (TEA, 2007). 
 
 Do the reading programs and strategies adopted by school districts and by 

individual school campuses help to improve the pass rates of students who take the ninth 

grade Reading TAKS? This study is specifically concerned with ninth grade reading pass 

rates from the 2007 administration of the TAKS in selected Central Texas school 
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districts, with any relationship between the implementation of the AR program and these 

TAKS pass rates, and with the differences between secondary reading programs for 

selected high schools.  

 

Statement of the Problem 

Accelerated Reader is a widely purchased supplemental reading program used in 

thousands of schools across the country as well as in Texas. Most research for AR has 

been on readers in kindergarten through seventh grades (Facemire, 2000; Holman, 1998; 

Johnson & Howard, 2003; Knox, 1996; Melton, et al,, 2004; Morse, 1999; Nunnery, et 

al., 2006; Pavonetti, et al, 2000; Spradley, 1998). However, very little research done on 

the Accelerated Reader has been peer reviewed (Trelease, 2004). Very little objective 

information can be found regarding the effectiveness of the Accelerated Reader program 

when used for high school students. Because so many high schools have purchased the 

program, and because schools rely on this program to increase their students’ reading test 

scores, a study should be done to determine the relationship between the pass rates of the 

Reading TAKS and the AR program. 

 

Purpose of the Study 

One purpose of this study is to compare the TAKS ninth grade Reading TAKS 

pass rates of selected Central Texas schools who implement the AR program with pass 

rates of schools that do not implement the Accelerated Reader program. Another purpose 

of this study is to compare ninth grade reading programs in the schools selected for this 

study. This information about the reading programs was collected from campus 

representatives.  
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Research Questions 

• Is there a difference in ninth grade reading TAKS pass rates for schools that use 

the Accelerated Reader program for ninth grade as compared to those who do 

not? 

o How is the Accelerated Reader program implemented in schools that use 

the program? 

o Is there a relationship between AR and ninth grade reading TAKS pass 

rates? 

• How is reading taught at the secondary level in schools selected for the study? 

o What strategies are used within the English classroom to improve reading 

skills and comprehension for ninth graders? 

o Do other content area teachers focus on any reading strategies to assist 

ninth graders in their reading skills? 

o Is there a variance among reading programs for ninth graders? 

o Is there a relationship between reading programs and ninth grade reading 

TAKS pass rates? 

o What is the role of AR in the overall reading program in schools that use 

AR? 

 

Significance of the Problem 

Programs like Voyager, Saxon Phonics, Reading Recovery, and Distar compete 

with well marketed computer software reading programs like Accelerated Reader on a 

daily basis. Except for AR, each of these programs includes the appropriate materials 

necessary for teaching students phonics, comprehension, and writing skills- all 



   

 9

components of a complete reading program. Accelerated Reader, however, is not meant 

to be stand alone reading program (Chenoweth, 2001). Instead, AR is a reading 

management program (Krashen & Rogers, 2003). Originally designed with the goal of 

increasing recreational and independent reading by students in addition to the required 

reading already being done within the classroom, the AR program is now the flagship 

program for many high school campuses for reading instruction. Reading teachers and 

pull out programs providing additional help for struggling readers often end with middle 

school (Guth & Heaney, 1998). Many teachers on the secondary level assume that 

students should already be skilled readers by the time they enter high school, and 

therefore do not focus on teaching reading skills.  

 

Methodology 

Ninth grade populations were chosen from ten purposefully selected schools in 

Central Texas. Representatives from each selected high school were contacted by email 

or telephone to learn whether or not they implemented the Accelerated Reader program 

for their ninth grade students. Responses to this question came from curriculum directors, 

principals, English teachers, and English department heads. After determining which 

schools implemented AR, ten were chosen based on their similarity in demographics, 

population, socioeconomic status, and location. Among the ten schools chosen, five of 

the schools implemented the AR program, and five did not.  Because many schools with 

larger ninth grade populations were found not to participate in the Accelerated Reader 

program, schools with ninth grade populations of 175 or less were chosen for this study. 

Pass rates from the ninth grade Reading TAKS from 2007 were obtained from the Texas 

Education Agency (TEA) website. A Wilcoxon Rank Sum Test was used to compare pass 
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rates of AR schools with those of schools not implementing the AR program. Assistance 

from the Baylor Statistics Department was obtained for this comparison. Campus 

representatives for each high school were interviewed to identify all reading program 

components for the ninth grade students and the specifics of AR implementation. 

Interviews were conducted by phone and by email.  

 

Participants  

 The sample for this study was ten different ninth grade populations. Schools 

chosen for the study were located in Central Texas and had ninth grade populations of 

175 or less. These schools were chosen partly due to their convenience in location. Ninth 

grade students were of particular interest because research has indicated that ninth grade 

is a key predictor of how students will fare for the rest of their high school career 

(National High School Center, 2007).  

 

Data Analysis 

After the 2007 pass rates had been collected for each of the ten schools chosen, 

the pass rates were compared. Each of the five schools that implemented the Accelerated 

Reader program was matched with a school that did not implement the Accelerated 

Reader program based on ninth grade population, socioeconomic status, and 

demographics. The reading comprehension scores were compared between the five sets 

of schools to determine if a relationship existed between the ninth grade Reading TAKS 

pass rates and Accelerated Reader implementation. A Wilcoxon Rank Sum test was done 

to demonstrate the comparison.  
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The content of the school interviews was used for three purposes: to further 

interpret the Reading TAKS pass rates, to determine if other reading program 

components may have had an effect on pass rates, and to analyze the way reading is 

taught on the secondary level, more specifically for ninth grade in small schools.  

 

Definition of Terms 

 For the purposes of this study, the following terms must be defined. 

• TAKS- Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills. Beginning in the 

2002-2003 school year, Texas began administering this state test to 

measure statewide curriculum.  

• Accelerated Reader- Developed by Advantage Learning Systems and 

Judith and Terrance Paul in 1986, the Accelerated Reader Program is a 

computer based reading program available for k-12, although most  

sites using the program are elementary and middle schools. The 

program is used in over 55,000 schools across the country. 

●   TEA- Texas Education Agency. The TEA is the administrative unit for  

      Texas public primary and secondary education. 

●   TEKS- Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills. The Texas learning  

     objectives allotted for each content area and each grade level. The   

     TAKS assesses the TEKS. 

●  NAEP- National Assessment of Educational Progress, otherwise known 

     as the Nation’s Report Card. It assesses student achievement in grades 

     4, 8, and 12. It is the only nationally representative and continuing  
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   assessment of what America’s students know and can do in various 

   subject areas (NAEP, 2007).   

 

Limitations of the Study 

There were several limitations of this study. They are as follows: 

• It is possible that there were ninth grade students in the study who had 

experienced the AR program before their ninth grade year. This would 

be one limitation in the study because if students had experienced the 

program, their previous AR experience may have affected their ninth 

grade TAKS pass rate, even if they were attending a school that did 

not implement the AR program for ninth graders. 

• By the same token, it is possible that a student may have experienced 

the AR program for the first time as a ninth grader. In this case, it is 

possible that the student’s participation was limited due to 

unfamiliarity with AR. Therefore, this could have provided the study 

with an inadequate representation of the effects of the AR program on 

test pass rates. 

• Another limitation was the percentage of ninth grade students in an 

AR school that actually used the program. Some schools required AR 

for all students, and others made it optional or used AR quizzes as part 

of their English curriculum. Also, although AR may have been 

required by some schools, this does not mean that all students 

participated and earned their points as expected. 
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• Differences in school-wide reading programs in ninth grade and prior 

to ninth grade may have influenced Reading TAKS pass rates more 

than Accelerated Reader.  

• Middle school reading programs, particularly of the eighth grade, have 

an impact on ninth grade Reading TAKS pass rates. A student’s 

reading and skill ability is cumulative. Reading TAKS pass rates will 

not solely be affected by whether a school does or does not implement 

the Accelerated Reader program. 

• “Test Wise” students who have the ability to use the format of a 

standardized test like the TAKS would be a limitation to the study. 

These students apply guessing strategies, use cues in the items, use 

time effectively, or implement error avoidance because they have been 

acclimated to test-taking situations (Farstrup, Samuels, & Samuels, 

2002). 

• The number of schools actually selected for the study was small, and 

therefore the results are not generalizeable.  

• Finally, differences in school implementation of the Accelerated 

Reader program may have had an affect on the results of the study. 

 

Summary 

 Too often, educators react to the reading process as if they were unwise ship 

captains facing an iceberg at sea. They tend to address only the portion that  

is visible, while ignoring the huge mass of ice that exists below the surface of the water 

(Reven, 2007). In much the same way, choosing a program like Accelerated Reader as a 



   

 14

complete reading program and choosing to place so much emphasis on its quiz scores is 

unfair to the student, whose real reading needs are larger than what any multiple choice 

questions can dictate. It is important that teachers recognize their own strengths and 

weaknesses in teaching reading and not simply follow a program because it exists and 

limits their need for providing reading instruction. Many schools count on the 

Accelerated Reader program to drive up their test scores and claim any improvement in 

scores is strictly as a result of the AR program.  It is imperative, therefore, to investigate 

the efficacy of the Accelerated Reader program through this study and to determine 

whether or not its implementation has an effect on ninth grade Reading TAKS pass rates.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

Review of the Literature 

 

Introduction 

The road to becoming a reader begins the day a child is born and continues 

through the end of third grade. At that point, a child must read with ease and 

understanding to take advantage of the learning opportunities in fourth grade and beyond- 

in school and in life. Learning to read and write starts at home, long before children go to 

school. Very early, children begin to learn about the sounds of spoken language when 

they hear their family members talking, laughing, and singing, and when they respond to 

all the sounds that fill their world. They begin to understand written language when they 

hear adults read stories to them and see adults reading newspapers, magazines, and books 

for themselves (Armbruster, Lehr, & Osborn, 2003).  

In a classroom setting, teaching a child to read requires patience, skill knowledge, 

creativity, effective approaches, and training. It seems, however, that many teachers are 

letting students slip through the cracks before they have accomplished this task. In 

Flesch’s 1955 book, Why Johnny Can’t Read, he expresses frustration with America’s 

20th century American educators whom he claims let the child determine when their 

reading should begin, rather than instilling readiness, making it grow, using it, treating it, 

protecting it, diagnosing it, improving it, ripening it, and directing it (Flesch, 1955). In 

what were known as the First Grade Studies (Farstrup, Samuels, & Samuels, 2002), the 
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primary finding was that the teacher was a variable underlying student success in learning 

to read. No single method or specialized technique of reading instruction emerged as

superior over another. These findings have not been refuted (Farstrup, Samuels, & 

Samuels, 2002).  

Now, over half a century later, the epidemic of negligent reading instruction still 

continues, with over one third of all U.S. school children having serious literacy deficits.   

Among first year college students, one quarter require remediation for literacy 

deficiencies (Moloney, 2006). In 1983, the seriousness of America’s educational follies 

were chronicled in a report entitled A Nation at Risk. This report, which forced educators 

and researchers to evaluate their practices and policies, cited some 23 million American 

adults as being functionally illiterate by the simplest everyday tests of reading, writing, 

and comprehension. Also noted was that 13 percent of 17 year olds in the United States 

could be considered functionally illiterate. Functional illiteracy among minority youth ran 

as high as 40 percent (National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983). What, or 

who, can these statistics be blamed on? What must teachers know and do to change these 

statistics and to improve the literacy skills of America’s students? Reading is recognized 

as a skill basic for virtually all learning (Whitaker, Gambrell, & Morrow, 2004). More 

specifically, reading comprehension, viewed by some as the goal of reading, is now 

increasingly important. Most states have jumped on the standardized testing bandwagon, 

and the questions on these tests rely on students having reading comprehension skills to 

respond to the questions being asked (TEA, 2004).  

Every year, the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) measures 

the reading skills of students in grades 4, 8, and 12. More specifically, NAEP measures 
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the student’s ability to form a general understanding, develop an interpretation, make 

connections, and examine content and structure (NAEP, 2007). All of these are skills that 

are directly related to reading comprehension. There are three achievement level 

definitions: basic, proficient, and advanced. The NAEP results of 2001 showed only 32% 

of the nation’s fourth graders read at or above grade level. In response to this, No Child 

Left Behind suggested Reading First, in which teachers benefit from research through 

professional development, instructional materials and programs, and ongoing assessments 

that ensure accountability in all areas, but specifically in reading. By 2014, the goal of No 

Child Left Behind is for every school in the country to have its children proficient in 

reading and math on state exams (Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary 

Education, 2006). How will this be accomplished?  

The reading programs that schools and districts choose to implement in an effort 

to meet these federal expectations, as well as the literacy needs of their school 

populations, depend upon many factors. Whether or not funds are available, whether 

teachers are trained, and whether class scheduling conflicts with additional pull out 

programs all play their role in the reading curriculum choices that are made. As a result, it 

is not uncommon for schools to rely on supplemental programs to help them meet the 

additional needs of students who are not reading on grade level (Jarvis-Janik, n.d.).  

 

Teaching Reading 

 It is a fact that a child is not ready to learn to read a word unless it is at least in his 

listening vocabulary. Reading, then, is dependent upon other language abilities. When the 

focus broadens to include combinations of words, the dependence remains. Applied to 

reading, these dependent relationships mean that a child is ready to comprehend in 
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written language only what he is ready to comprehend in spoken language.  Therefore, 

many reading comprehension problems found in the classroom are really symptoms of 

deficiencies in the ability to comprehend spoken language (Durkin, 1970). 

 At a common sense level, a relationship between readiness and new learnings is 

taken for granted. In fact, acceptance of the relationship is frequently reflected in the 

everyday comments of parents. For instance, the mother who says to her four year old, 

“You can’t have a two-wheeler yet because you’re too little; you’d only fall,” certainly 

accepts the fundamental importance of readiness for successful performance. So, too, 

does the mother of a much younger son who says to her husband, “Put a pillow behind 

Paul’s back or he’ll topple over.” Most often, in these everyday kinds of situations, 

readiness is thought of in terms of one variable or a combination of variables that might 

include, for example, chronological age, parentage, maturation, interest, intelligence, or 

prior learning. These same kinds of variables also figure in the professional literature 

about readiness and the sources from which the concept developed. It is easy to 

understand how a concept like reading readiness, especially when interpreted in terms of 

a need to postpone reading instruction, fitted very naturally into the progressive education 

setting. The expected age of reading readiness was debated for more than two decades. At 

that time, too often overlooked was the possibility that changes in instruction might affect 

a child’s readiness to begin to read (Durkin, 1966). 

In addition to reading readiness, other factors influence effective reading 

instruction. Building positive attitudes and perceptions, for example, are crucial 

determinants in learning and therefore deserve the direct attention of educators. Students 

must be encouraged to read more to enhance literacy skills. Fluency, vocabulary 
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knowledge, and comprehension skills can only develop when exercised regularly (Guth 

& Heaney, 1998). For substantive learning to occur, students must have positive attitudes 

about themselves as learners, about their ability to succeed in school, about the 

instructional goals that have been set for them (Graves, Juel, & Graves, 1998).  

Motivation to read plays a crucial role in developing reading skills. An important 

goal of reading instruction is to foster an intrinsic desire to read. Effective comprehenders 

must possess both the skill and will to read. Not surprisingly, motivation and 

achievement are linked. As individuals read more, they read better and learn more about 

the world. The result is better comprehension, and therefore better achievement. Effective 

comprehension instruction increases students’ motivation to read. Comprehension 

instruction can support the development of motivated readers by rewarding improvement 

and emphasizing effort (Block & Pressley, 2002).  

Much like effective comprehension instruction increases students’ motivation to 

read, research suggests that competition diminishes it. Particularly the case for struggling 

readers, competition undermines motivation for students who do not tend to be the 

winners.  Recognizing effort and improvement in performance increases the probability 

that a student will exert more effort towards reading (Block & Pressley, 2002).  

Arguments continue about what are the most effective, cost-effective, and 

currently and locally politically correct ways to teach reading in schools (Topping & 

Paul, 1999). Reading program methods vary greatly. A school may choose to use one 

program, or to combine aspects of several programs to comprise their own unique form 

of instruction. It is important to note that schools and districts typically adopt a position 

or reading curriculum formally or adopt a de facto position or curriculum (Graves, Juel, 
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& Graves, 1998). It is also important to note that a school’s reading program is not 

limited to the choice in books or instructional materials used in the classroom, but may 

include anything used to help with reading on campus, such as the library, intervention 

programs, classroom instruction, ESL support, and reading in the content areas. The 

majority of methods of reading instruction today can be characterized as following along 

a continuum of ranges from traditional basal approaches to literature-based approaches to 

whole-language approaches (Graves, Juel, & Graves, 1998).  Examples of programs and 

strategies adopted in today’s reading curriculum include basal readers, Van Allen’s 

Language Experience Method, Reading Recovery, phonics, whole language, Accelerated 

Reader, decodable books, the Literature Method, Tier 3 Model of instruction, Saxon 

Phonics, Voyager, Distar, guided reading, and the Visual Auditory Kinesthetic Method.   

Based on A Child Becomes a Reader (Spring 2003), kindergarten classrooms 

should be doing the following: 

• Developing talking and listening abilities 

• Talking about books and print 

• Teaching about the alphabet 

• Teaching the sounds of spoken language 

• Teaching phonics 

• Developing spelling and writing 

• Building vocabulary and knowledge of the world 

• Building comprehension (Armbruster, Lehr, & Osborn, 2003).  

First grade classrooms should focus on the following literacy instruction: 

• Developing talking and listening abilities 
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• Teaching about books and print 

• Teaching about the alphabet 

• Teaching phonemic awareness 

• Teaching phonics and word recognition 

• Developing spelling and writing 

• Building vocabulary and knowledge of the world 

• Building comprehension (Armbruster, Lehr, & Osborn, 2003).  

Second and third grade classrooms should be characterized by: 

• Promoting reading accuracy 

• Building fluency 

• Teaching spelling and writing 

• Developing vocabulary and knowledge of the world 

• Increasing comprehension (Armbruster, Lehr, & Osborn, 2003).  

The importance of reading has long been recognized by teachers. Yet weak or  

unmotivated readers seem to put as much energy into avoiding reading as into actually 

doing it, thus perpetuating a vicious circle. After students reach third grade, their interest 

in reading declines as other recreational activities and interests fill their time (Nippold, 

Duthie, & Larsen, 2005). One reason for this shift may be the difficult text that begins to 

pervade the classroom, both in English classes and in content areas. Another is that less 

assistance is available at this age for students who are struggling readers. Adolescent 

programs are being cut as funds and personnel are directed to early intervention 

programs, leaving little support available for students in the upper grades (Guth & 

Heaney, 1998).  
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 As students shift from early grades to middle grades and eventually to upper 

grades, teaching instruction shifts from teaching phonics skills to reading strategies. More 

focus is placed on reading comprehension, as the need to understand text, make 

predictions, draw inferences, analyze passages, and organize thinking become 

increasingly important in all classes where reading is involved. Reading and 

comprehension are expectations for all classes in middle school and high school. In 

elementary classes, however, there is usually an allotted time in the school day 

specifically for reading instruction. Text becomes more dense, vocabulary knowledge is 

key, and testing relies on comprehension skills more in middle and upper grades than in 

primary grades. Less emphasis is placed on phonics drills, and decoding skills, reading 

confidence, fluency, and word recognition are expected for students in grades 6 to 12 

(Beers, 2003). Without this knowledge from primary grade teachers, middle school and 

high school students will not be successful readers. Because fewer pullout programs, 

intervention strategies, and reading teachers are available to students in middle and high 

school, learning to read in early grades is a necessity. 

  

Reading Comprehension 

Although the primary goal for any reader is to construct meaning or gain 

understanding, there are a number of tools and/or strategies that a reader may employ to 

achieve this end result (Reven, 2007). Comprehension is a consuming, continuous, and 

complex activity, but one that, for good readers, is both satisfying and productive 

(Farstrup, Samuels, & Samuels, 2002).  

Not only is comprehension critical in a language arts classroom, but it is 

necessary for all academic courses and transcends the walls of a school building into the 
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everyday life of the reader.  The ability to read is not only fundamental for understanding 

and mastery of every school subject students will encounter, but literacy also plays a 

critical and crucial role in students’ social and economic lives. With such an emphasis 

placed on the importance of reading achievement, educational leaders must clearly 

articulate the expectation that all students become successful readers, while providing 

effective strategies to help them succeed (Melton, et al.).  

 While there is much about a child himself which affects his ability to 

comprehend, so too are there features about the material he is reading that enter into and 

further complicate the picture. How the material is written, the complexity of ideas, the 

rate at which they are being presented, and the vocabulary chosen to express them enter 

every situation of successful or unsuccessful comprehension (Durkin, 1970). More 

difficult vocabulary often limits or impedes upon a student’s comprehension. Text with 

unclear transitions and dense information requires more reading skill and may also have 

an affect on reading comprehension. Finally, when text is organized clearly with 

subheadings or categories, reading comprehension is positively effected, as a student may 

be able to segment difficult text into smaller sections.  

 Balanced comprehension instruction includes both explicit instruction in 

strategies and a great deal of time and opportunity for actual reading, writing, and 

discussion of text (Farstrup, Samuels, & Samuels, 2002).  The idea behind reading 

comprehension strategy instruction is that reading comprehension can be improved by 

teaching students to use specific cognitive strategies or to reason strategically when they 

encounter barriers to comprehension when reading (Farstrup, Samuels, & Samuels, 

2002). Examples of specific strategies include reciprocal teaching, graphic organizers 
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such as story maps and KWL charts, think aloud, repeated reading, questioning the author 

(QTA), summarizing, generalizing, predicting outcomes, comparing and contrasting, 

making inferences, and drawing conclusions. 

Readers comprehend text by acquiring meaning, confirming meaning, and 

creating meaning. There are five reasons why it is critical that students learn to become 

strategic comprehenders: 

• Strategies enhance the reader’s ability to elaborate, organize, and 

evaluate information contained in the text. 

• As students become more strategic readers, they learn strategies for 

enhancing attention, memory, communication, and learning. 

• Acquiring a larger repertoire of strategies enables students to be more 

independent in their own learning. 

• Strategic processing supports metacognitive development and 

motivation because students need both in order to become proficient at 

strategy implementation. 

• Strategy use helps students to be more successful across all areas of 

the curriculum (Whitaker, Gambrell, & Morrow, 2004).   

Reading is both an acquired taste and an acquired skill (Anderson, 2000). Part of 

acquiring a taste for reading is learning to comprehend the text that is being read. There 

are many factors that affect a student’s reading comprehension, including socioeconomic 

status, racial and ethnic status, and parental involvement.  Recent research has suggested 

that the children who are most likely to experience reading difficulties throughout their 

school years are those who attend a low achieving school, have limited English 
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proficiency, are unfamiliar with standard English dialect, or live in communities of 

poverty (Reis, McCoach, Coyne, Schreiber, Eckert, & Gubbins, 2007). The composition 

of a student’s community, combined with resources available within their school, 

contribute greatly to the student’s reading potential (Binkley & Williams, 1996). Parental 

involvement in schools and instructional time weigh in on reading comprehension, as 

well. More exposure to literature develops vocabulary, a key element in reading 

proficiency.  More exposure to vocabulary and prior knowledge develops comprehension. 

In short, reading begets reading (Johnson & Howard, 2003). 

 Parental action plays a large role in children’s success or failure in schools, 

especially in reading. Issues of language, culture, and class influence the way parents and 

children use literacy and the way they understand schooling. A study by Gallimore and 

Goldenberg concluded that parents’ conceptions of how children read, rather than the 

 material itself, may be more influential in framing their literacy interactions with their 

 children (Farstrup, Samuels, & Samuels, 2002). 

  Fluency also has an impact on a reader’s comprehension. The scientific basis for 

current emphasis on reading fluency can be partially traced to the automaticity and verbal 

efficiency theories. Both theories highlight the harmful effects of inefficient skills on 

comprehension and maintain that if reading individual words demands too much 

attention, little remains for higher level comprehension (Walczyk & Griffith-Ross, 2007). 

Readers can, however, overcome poor reading fluency. Slowing a student’s reading rate 

to prevent further confusion, for example, or allowing less skilled readers to pause longer, 

can help students resolve some of their reading difficulties. A student’s reading rate is 

key in aiding comprehension. The more effortlessly a student can recognize words, the 
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more attention they can devote to comprehension. The more time a student spends 

reading, the better their reading rate (O’Connor, White, & Swanson, 2007). Other 

answers to the fluency dilemma are strategies like reading aloud, rereading texts, 

sounding out, or analogizing words with what they already know (Walczyk & Griffith-

Ross, 2007).  

  The reader’s prior knowledge plays a key role in whether or not a student 

comprehends text. Constructivist theory generally assumes that an individual processes or 

interprets experience based on previous experience or knowledge. In general, as a reader 

reads and remembers a text, he or she attempts to create a coherent mental representation 

by integrating text information and by elaborating on the text with prior knowledge about 

the world (Whitaker, Gambrell, & Morrow, 2004). It is important that teachers 

understand and celebrate what each individual student brings to the reading experience if 

they expect to motivate students to read and increase their reading confidence. 

   The relation of comprehension to the reader’s purpose and to the material being 

read provides a way of thinking about comprehension that relates it directly to classroom 

instruction. Therefore, one definition of comprehension can be defined as the fulfillment 

of a particular purpose through the use of appropriate material which is read in a 

particular way (Durkin, 1970). The social context influences what one reads, how one 

reads, and why one reads (Whitaker, Gambrell, & Morrow, 2004). It is important, 

therefore, that teachers address this issue by making reading relevant to students and 

establishing a purpose for reading text.   

 Quite a bit goes on when good readers read. The good reader is always 

monitoring and always aware of the characteristics of the text. The good reader monitors 
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problems during reading, including loss of attention, words that are not known, or text 

that does not seem to make sense.  Good readers are evaluating text as they read, and 

sometimes rereads selectively upon finishing the text. Becoming a good reader requires 

practice reading and constant exposure to text (Block & Pressley, 2002). Practice might 

not always perfect a child’s comprehension abilities, but it seems to be essential even for 

rather modest achievement (Durkin, 1970). Without having comprehension strategies 

modeled for them, readers would not know how to monitor their comprehension. 

 

The Reading Wars 

It is one thing to talk about reading and another to talk about teaching reading 

(Anderson, 2000). The teaching of initial literacy is perhaps the most challenging job in 

education (Harrison, 1999). It is because of this challenge that educators have a strong 

opinion about the best way to teach reading. At the heart of this choice is a decision 

between teaching reading through phonics or whole language methods. This debate has 

been dubbed the “Reading Wars.”  

 Although the whole-language movement began in the early 1970s, the dispute 

about reading instruction goes back much further. Noah Webster believed in phonics, 

Horace Mann in the word method. In the late 1920s, as progressive education became an 

influential movement, schools began to switch from phonics to whole-word reading 

instruction. The much-lampooned mid-twentieth-century Dick and Jane readers, and also 

Dr. Seuss's The Cat in the Hat, are based on whole-word theory: they try to get children 

to familiarize themselves with a limited set of simple words (to memorize them, phonics 

people would say, like trick ponies), not to use their knowledge of letters and sounds to 

decode words they haven't seen before (Anderson, 2000).  
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 Rudolf Flesch's scorching 1955 best seller Why Johnny Can't Read turned the 

pendulum back toward phonics in the 1960s. By the 1980s, the glory decade for whole-

language, the pendulum had swung again. Instead of using See Dick and Jane Run 

primers, teachers began using authentic children’s literature and encouraged inventive 

spelling (Anderson, 2000). Although the founders of whole language did not intend for 

whole language to replace phonics instruction, it has in many places. The result is a 

generation of kids who can’t spell and a large percentage of students turned over to 

special education teachers to learn to read. This ushered in the return of the lackluster 

drills of phonic instruction (Anderson, 2000).  

 The founders of whole-language, Frank Smith, for many years a professor of 

psychology at the University of Victoria, in British Columbia, and Kenneth Goodman, a 

professor of education at the University of Arizona, see themselves as champions of 

teachers who are up against a hostile world. They present whole-language instruction as a 

joyful, humanistic, intellectually challenging alternative to deadening phoneme drills—

one that turns the classroom from a factory floor into a nurturing environment in which 

children naturally blossom. With whole language, teachers are expected to provide a 

literacy rich environment for their students and to combine speaking, listening, reading 

and writing. Whole language teachers emphasize the meaning of texts over the sounds of 

letters, and phonics instruction becomes just one component of the whole language 

classroom. Phonics instructors heatedly dispute the idea that learning phonemes is dull 

(Anderson, 2000).   

 Whole language is considered a top down approach where the reader constructs a 

personal meaning for a text based on using their prior knowledge to interpret the meaning 



   

 29

of what they are reading. Problems associated with whole language include a lack of 

structure that has been traditionally supplied by the scope and sequence, lessons and 

activities, and extensive graded literature found in basal readers. Whole language puts a 

heavy burden on teachers to develop their own curriculum. 

 The whole-language camp is hostile to the idea that scores on standardized tests 

of reading skills are the best way to measure quality of education. The phonics 

proponents point to declining reading scores that they see as a result of whole language 

instruction and scientific instruction that points out phonics instruction is much better. 

 Phonics is considered a bottom up approach where students decode the meaning 

of a text. The advantage of phonics, especially for students who come to school with 

large vocabularies, is that once they get the basics down, they can read a wide variety of 

children’s literature. 

 Traditionalists tend to favor phonics. Politically, phonics is winning (Anderson, 

2000).  Whole language is favored by progressives and by proponents as a way of 

improving self esteem. California was in the spotlight for adopting whole language (at 

William Honig—superintendent—‘s request) and ended up with a sharp downturn in 

reading scores, even among middle class, suburban, native-English speaking students.  

Legislators responded in the 1990s with mandates to teach phonics. The reading portion 

of NAEP placed children in a tie for the last place in the nation. Before children can 

become proficient readers, they must learn phonics. Whole language proponents claim 

that this drop in California reading scores may not be a result of whole language teaching, 

but in curriculum change, in which case it takes time for evidence to present itself about 

the curriculum’s effectiveness (Anderson, 2000). 
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As there is a great deal of controversy about how to effectively teach reading, 

many schools prefer to implement a balanced approach (Graves, Juel, & Graves, 1998).  

Although common ground exists, none of it points to any single best way to teach 

reading. In fact, all evidence points to the need to allow teachers the flexibility to elect 

the methods, approaches, and materials to fit the particular child and the particular 

situation. Reading development and instruction is far too complex and involves too many 

variables to simplify and prescribe it for all children in all situations (Flippo, 1999). 

 

The National Reading Panel 

  In 1997, Congress asked the Director of the National Institute of Child Health and 

Human Development (NICHD) at the National Institute of Health, in consultation with 

the Secretary of Education, to convene a national panel to assess the effectiveness of 

different approaches used to teach children to read (About the NRP, 2002). The panel of 

fourteen members consisted of scientists engaged in reading research, psychologists, a 

pediatrician, a teacher, administrators, a principal, and a parent (International Reading 

Association, 2002). The panel identified over 100,000 studies, and further narrowed their 

search by only accepting studies with well defined instructional procedures, those that 

were experimental in design, those that showed causality between practice and outcomes, 

and those including a large sample size. Qualitative, descriptive, observational, and 

correlational studies were not chosen as part of the investigative study (International 

Reading Association, 2002). 

 Over a span of two years, the Panel reviewed research on reading instruction and 

held panel meetings on Washington, DC and regional meetings across the United States. 
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At the first panel meeting, members were charged with the following questions to 

address: 

• What is known about the basic process by which children learn to 

read? 

• What are the most common instructional approaches in use in the U.S. 

to teach children to read? What are the scientific underpinnings  for 

each of these methodological approaches, and what assessments have 

been done to validate their underlying scientific rationale? What 

conclusions about he scientific basis for these approaches does the 

Panel draw from these assessments? 

• What assessments have been made of the effectiveness of each of 

these methodologies in actual use in helping children develop critical 

reading skills, and what conclusions does the Panel draw from these 

assessments? 

• Based on answers to the preceding questions, what does the Panel 

conclude about the readiness for implementation in the classroom of 

these research results? 

• How are teachers trained to teach children to read, and what do studies 

show about the effectiveness of this training? How can this knowledge 

be applied to improve this training? 

• What practical findings from the Panel can be used immediately by 

parents, teachers, and other educational audiences to help children 
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learn how to read, and how can conclusions of the Panel be 

disseminated most effectively? 

• What important gaps remain in our knowledge of how children learn 

to read, the effectiveness of different instructional methods for 

teaching reading, and how to improve the preparation of teachers in 

reading instruction that could be addressed by additional research? 

 On April 13, 2000, the NRP concluded its work and submitted “The Report of the 

National Reading Panel: Teaching Children to Read” (About the NRP, 2002). Many 

organizations and campuses relied on the recommendations of the National Reading 

Panel to determine their reading instruction practices.  

 

NRP Recommendations 

 The Panel determined that effective reading instruction includes teaching children 

to break apart and manipulate the sounds of words, teaching them that these sounds are 

represented by letters that can be blended together to form words, having them practice 

what they have learned by reading aloud with guidance and feedback, and teaching them 

to apply strategies to guide and improve reading comprehension (International Reading 

Association, 2002). Specifically, the recommendations of the National Reading Panel 

were as follows: 

• The Panel concluded the phonemic awareness training led to 

improvement in student’s phonemic awareness, reading and spelling 

(About the NRP, 2002). 
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• Teaching phonemic awareness in small groups produces better results 

than teaching individuals or whole classes (International Reading 

Association, 2002). 

• Phonemic awareness taught with letters is more effective than 

phonemic awareness taught without letters (International Reading 

Association, 2002). 

• Teaching sessions for phonemic awareness of about 30 minutes a total 

of no more than about 20 hours appeared to be most effective 

(International Reading Association, 2002). 

• The Panel concluded that systematic phonics instruction leads to 

significant positive benefits for students in kindergarten through the 

sixth grade and for children with difficulty learning to read. 

Kindergarteners who receive systematic beginning instruction read 

better and spell better than other children, and first graders are better 

able to spell and decode words. The students also show significant 

improvement in their ability to understand what they read. Similarly, 

phonics instruction helps other children spell and decode text better, 

although their understanding does not necessarily improve (About the 

NRP, 2002). 

• Reading practice is generally believed to improve fluency, and two 

instructional approaches are usually used to practice reading: guided 

repeated oral reading and independent silent reading. The Panel 

determined that guided repeated oral reading has a significant and 
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positive impact on word recognition, reading fluency, and 

comprehension for students of all ages. However, the Panel was unable 

to conclude that independent silent reading, as the only type of reading 

instruction, improves reading fluency (About the NRP, 2002). 

• Vocabulary should be taught both directly and indirectly. Repetition 

and seeing vocabulary words several times is also important. Learning 

in rich contexts, incidental learning, and the use of computer 

technology all help children develop larger vocabularies. A 

combination of methods, rather than a single teaching method, leads to 

the best learning (About the NRP, 2002). 

• Text comprehension is improved when teachers use a combination of 

reading comprehension techniques such as question answering, 

question generation, and summarization. When students are able to use 

them successfully, they perform better in recall, answering questions, 

generating questions, and summarizing texts (About the NRP, 2002). 

• The Panel found that intensive professional development is necessary 

so that teachers can learn to use reading comprehension strategies 

effectively (About the NRP, 2002). 

• The research the Panel reviewed by the Panel was too limited to make 

any strong recommendations regarding the value of computer 

technology to reading instruction. However, all the studies indicated 

positive results.  Promising technology include the addition of speech 
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to computer-presented text, the use of hypertext, and the use of 

computers as word processors (About the NRP, 2002). 

 

The NRP Minority Report 

From the beginning, the National Reading Panel chose to conceptualize and 

review the field of reading narrowly, thereby excluding inquiry into any fields of 

language and literature. Because only alphabetics, comprehension, and fluency were 

examined, and because the studies examined were so limited, Joanne Yatvin, a member 

of the Panel, filed the “Minority View” Report. The Report discussed her belief that the 

Panel did not adequately address the questions it was asked to address. Yatvin stated that, 

“the reviews are of limited usefulness to teachers, administrators, and policymakers 

because they fail to address the key issues that have made elementary schools both a 

battleground for advocates of opposing philosophies and a prey for purveyors or ‘quick 

fixes.’” (Yatvin, 2001, 2). Furthermore, Yatvin claimed that questions relevant to the 

success of an instructional technique, such as “how much” to teach and “when,” were not 

even examined in most studies. Finally, Yatvin explained that Congress’s charge to the 

Panel was more time consuming than they initially understood, and it would not have 

been possible to completely fulfill Congress’s request in the time frame they were given. 

As the only educator on the Panel with experience at an elementary school, the purpose 

of Yatvin’s “Minority View” was to request Congress’s recognition that the work of the 

Panel was not thorough enough and its findings were not adequate (Yatvin, 2001). 
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NRP and NCLB 

 In 2001, the National Assessment of Education Progress showed that only 32% of 

the nation’s fourth graders read at or above grade level. As a result, No Child Left 

Behind’s (NCLB) answer to this problem was to ensure that all teachers benefit from 

relevant research through professional development, instructional materials, and 

programs based on sound research, and by ensuring accountability through ongoing 

assessments (Reading First, 2008).  

 Reading First, a program that is part of NCLB, reflects the concern of making 

sure students read well by the end of third grade. Reading First is based on the 

expectation that instructional decisions for all students will be guided by the best 

available research. Under Reading First, states can receive federal funding to improve 

reading achievement. Funds are dedicated to helping states and local school districts 

establish high quality comprehensive reading instruction for all children in kindergarten 

through third grade. Through reading instruction, students are taught phonemic 

awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension (Reading First, 2008). 

NCLB also supports programs to help children build language and pre-reading skills 

before they start kindergarten through Early Reading First, especially for those from low 

income families (Reading First, 2008). 

The Reading First program builds on the findings of the National Reading Panel’s 

report.  Funding is determined for programs based on the recommendations of the 

National Reading Panel in the areas of phonemic awareness, phonics, vocabulary, 

fluency, and comprehension (Reading First, 2008). 
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Reading Assessments 

 Assessment is used to inform instruction for both large groups and individuals. 

Different assessment instruments serve different purposes. For example, statewide 

achievement tests are useful to inform the public about system-wide instructional 

efficacy. While such broad-based tests provide useful pragmatic information, they are 

usually less precise in providing information about individual student strengths and 

weaknesses. Individual diagnostic tests are very useful to the classroom teacher for 

instructional planning as well as to inform parents of student needs, but are less important 

for broad public accountability. Regular assessments are needed to guide decisions about 

such things as grouping, the instructional pace, and individual need for support (Honig, 

Diamond, & Gutlohn, 2000). 

 Because the fundamentals for reading are taught in the primary grades, it is 

imperative that assessments take place during these grades to determine reading 

weaknesses. In upper elementary and secondary grades, it is important to find out where 

students struggle with their reading, as well. Elementary assessments tend to be pinpoint 

specific areas of need, while upper grade assessments tend to identify broader skills. As 

such, assessments in upper grades become increasingly diagnostic (Honig, Diamond, & 

Gutlohn, 2000). 

 Types of assessments include screening tests, formative assessments, summative 

assessments, and diagnostic assessments. Screening tests provide information about the 

knowledge and skill base of the student and are helpful in grouping and in differentiating 

instruction. In the primary grades, screening tests should measure phonological 

awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, spelling, and comprehension. In the upper 
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grades, comprehension is usually the first screening test and can be followed up by 

others, based on areas of weakness (Honig, Diamond, & Gutlohn, 2000).  

 Formative assessments are ongoing and may include teacher observations, 

informal or formal tests, and curriculum tasks. Summative assessments, on the other 

hand, are usually administered at the end of a unit of instruction or at a particular point 

during the school year (Honig, Diamond, & Gutlohn, 2000). Diagnostic tests are used for 

screening, for formative or summative assessment, to plan instruction, and to gather 

information about a student’s strengths and weaknesses. Examples of diagnostic tests 

include the Woodcock Reading Mastery Test, Durrell Analysis of Reading Difficulty, and 

Stanford Diagnostic Reading Test (Honig, Diamond, & Gutlohn, 2000). For any 

assessment, it is important the administrator of the test has been trained in the 

administration of the test, in interpreting the results, and in assisting the teacher in 

addressing the needs of the child that have been determined by the assessment.  

 As reading is not a simple process, reading assessments must look at several 

factors, including the student’s reading fluency, decoding skills, word recognition, 

spelling knowledge, reading comprehension, and vocabulary (Honig, Diamond, & 

Gutlohn, 2000).  

 

Texas Reading Assessments 

 In kindergarten, first, and second grades, students in Texas are administered the 

Texas Primary Reading Inventory (TPRI). Created through collaboration between the 

Texas Education Agency and the Center for Academic and Reading Skills, the TPRI is 

considered an informal assessment that provides teachers with a means of determining 

where along the continuum of growth students are progressing as readers. The TPRI is a 
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one-on-one classroom based assessment administered by the classroom teacher (TPRI, 

2006). Although it is only a required assessment for kindergarten, first, and second 

grades, the TPRI is also available as a reading assessment tool for third grade. Specific 

reading concepts are assessed in the inventory, including a child’s book and print 

awareness, phonemic awareness, graphophonemic knowledge, oral reading ability, and 

listening and reading comprehension. Which skills are tested are determined by the 

student’s grade level and time of year in which the test is administered. If a child’s TPRI 

indicates a student needs intensive instruction, parents are contacted and then intervention 

methods begin to assist the student in meeting their needs (TEA, 2005).  

 The Texas Reading Initiative also created the Tejas LEE to provide an early 

Spanish reading instrument that schools may select and administer. The Tejas LEE is a 

reading instrument comparable to the Texas Primary Reading Inventory. The intent of the 

Tejas LEE is to capture significant skills and steps in the development of Spanish reading 

and comprehension development that can be used to plan individual and/or group reading 

instruction for early intervention and prevention of reading problems (TEA, 2005). The 

Texas legislature requires either the Tejas LEE or the TPRI in kindergarten, as well as 

first and second grades. Using diagnostic reading assessment data should ensure that all 

children receive assistance in learning to read at the earliest possible time and any child 

who needs help in developing reading skills will not be overlooked (TEA, 2005). The 

Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS) is used as the reading assessment for 

grades 3 through 9. TAKS Reading assessments test TEKS reading objectives as 

established by the Texas Education Agency for each grade level. Students are tested 

through multiple choice items and open ended questions that relate to revising, editing, or 
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analyzing passages of text. Examples of TAKS Reading test questions can be found in 

the Appendices. TEA states, “in order for students to be successful readers and writers, 

reading and writing activities must occur at every grade level, not merely at the tested 

grades. The TEKS were organized to ensure that each grade level students acquire the 

reading and writing skills they will need for success at the next grade” (TEA, 2004). 

 

Technology and Reading Instruction 

The Internet is rapidly entering nearly every classroom in developed nations 

around the world. We must pay particular attention to developing the critical literacies 

these new technologies demand (International Reading Association, 2001). Current 

technology helps solve time dilemmas for teachers and provide increased efficiency and 

effectiveness, as well as additional instructional time for teachers when tools are properly 

implemented (Balajthy, 2007). Reading fluently with comprehension is increasingly 

necessary, as requirements and possibilities for information processing expand 

exponentially, be it on paper or electronically. (Topping & Paul, 1999).   

Computer attributes that are suggested to support improved reading achievement 

include the ability for the computer to accept free from responses to comprehension 

questions, enable the strong connection between writing and reading through word 

processing, engage students in reading tasks for longer periods of time, hyperlink to 

related subject matter to help build comprehension, and connect students to more reading 

materials online (Technology in Reading Instruction, 2003). 

 Modern educators often witness something of a paradox; students who can’t read 

at grade level, but nevertheless possess an astounding knowledge of the latest technology. 

A new middle school program called TechnoReading is designed to capitalize on 
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students’ interest in technology and use it to help students see reading in a different light 

(Technology in Reading Instruction, 2003). For reading teachers, professional 

development is now offered online. PDA’s are now being used to score, analyze, and 

document reading performance. Using this saves teachers an average of 4.62 hours per 

class administration of the Texas Primary Reading Inventory, for example. Electronic 

books (E-books) are available for students, providing more access to quality literature. 

For Special Education students with reading difficulties, text can be scanned and read to 

them (Technology in Reading Instruction, 2003). 

In compliance with all this technology is the need for technological skills being 

taught to students and used within the classroom. States such as Alabama, Georgia, 

Mississippi, Florida, North Carolina, and South Carolina have integrated literacy skills 

into their state education standards. The National Reading Panel’s subgroup report, 

Computer Technology and Reading Instruction, claims that “reading instruction can 

probably make good use of the motivational aspects of computers and software” 

(Technology in Reading Instruction, 2003). 

Despite the current intense interest in computer technology, there is relatively 

little systematic research into problems involving computers or other technologies in the 

teaching of reading. First, many researchers did not, and still do not, consider technology 

to be a mainstream topic. They often believe that reading instruction can only be 

delivered by a human. Others believe that technology must be considered in the overall 

context of reading instruction. Also, until recently, computers did not have all of the 

capabilities that were needed to implement a complete program of reading instruction 

(National Institute for Literacy, 2006).  According to the International Reading 
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Association (2007), the internet and other forms of information and communication 

technology are redefining the nature of literacy. 

As this study focuses on the ninth grade population specifically, it is important to 

note that amidst the array of computer programs that teach phonics skills, handheld 

equipment for teachers, and software for administering or scoring tests, there is very little 

available for students on the secondary level that assists with reading deficits. Most 

software for reading instruction focuses on word recognition and basic comprehension in 

a format that is too juvenile for high school students. Similarly, upper grade literacy 

software for special needs kids is generally unsuitable for the regular classroom where 

instruction is organized around literature. Yet many high school students in standard or 

even advanced classes have real problems with reading comprehension. 

 

Reading Assessments using Technology 

 The vast realm of technological advances has not only impacted individuals in 

their free time in the form of ipods, My Space, internet, and CD burners. Now, teachers 

are learning to take advantage of the technological assessment tools available to them 

within the classroom. Learning tools are becoming more readily available. In these days 

of accountability, test publishers are scrambling to establish their particular devices as 

technologically superior, and developments are rapid.  

 Benefits of this bountiful technology impacts school administrators, as well. As 

standardized testing scores have become the source of accountability and funding in 

many cases, less wait time between testing and receipt of scores is desirable. Online 

access to student scores for administrators eliminates wait time, and software applications 

allow scores to be disaggregated in a variety of ways. In addition, computer-based norms 
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reporting is available. Students take the traditional paper and pencil test, and then 

teachers have the option of entering raw scores into the software to receive scores. 

Harcourt and Pearson are two such companies that provide online management systems. 

Renaissance Learning, home of the Accelerated Reader program, also provides an online 

system called Renaissance Place that assists in organization and tracking of student 

development. School based computer scanning allows schools to process answer sheets at 

their own sites using a test scanner connected to a person computer. Not only can schools 

receive scores more promptly, but the tests can be taken on the computer, as well. In the 

field of reading, computer based assessment software is available for installation and 

administration on school computers.  

STAR Reading, a diagnostic tool often used to complement the Accelerated 

Reader program, is a popular example of such a test. Computer Adaptive Testing (CAT) 

makes this program unique because it shortens the time needed to take a test, and 

questions are individually tailored to the student taking the test.  The Scholastic Reading 

Inventory and Riverside Publishing’s Basic Early Assessment of Reading are two other 

examples of normed tests available for the computer. 

 Furthermore, other reading tests can be made available through the Internet, such 

as the Stanford Diagnostic Reading Test. Observational record keeping, now computer-

based, provides a record keeping system for student learning. Checklists available on 

these programs can be compared to developmental benchmarks typically expected of 

students at each grade in individual, class, and school reports. Websites now provide 

assessment and multimedia resources, as well (Balajthy, 2007). 



   

 44

 Help with reading is crucial for secondary students because it is key to classroom 

success in every subject as well as satisfactory performance on standardized tests. As 

Accelerated Reader is one program that claims to help students in this area, this study 

will focus on how its implementation affects TAKS reading comprehension scores. 

   

Accelerated Reader Program 

 Developed by Advantage Learning Systems and Judith and Terrance Paul in 

1986, the Accelerated Reader Program is a computer based reading management program 

available for k-12, although most sites that use AR are elementary and middle schools. 

Accelerated Reader was the first major recreational reading management system to gain 

popularity across the United States (Balajthy, 2007). Now marketed by the Renaissance 

Learning company, it is used in over 60,000 schools across the country. The program 

consists of a basic three-step formula: Students check out a book from a list of prescribed 

fiction or nonfiction titles that suit their assessed reading level, students read the book, 

and students take a quiz on the book to demonstrate mastery of content (Brown, 2001). 

The multiple-choice format of quizzes, usually consisting of ten to twenty questions, is 

used to gauge literal comprehension of the texts and re-assess student reading level. The 

tests are not designed, however, to help students explore story ideas or apply lessons to 

personal experiences (Education Commission of the States, 1999). The quizzes provide 

immediate feedback for both student and teacher in the form of a test score. 

 Students use their test scores to earn points, and then may use the points for 

extrinsic awards. Reading comprehension is a multi-faceted process whereby the reader is 

influenced by his or her background, the text, and the purpose for reading the text.  

(Johnson & Howard, 2003). Selecting material for comprehension instruction and 
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practice requires attention to appropriateness and difficulty (Durkin, 1976). Both of these 

factors are addressed by the Accelerated Reader program. Students choose a book based 

on their pre-determined reading level, assigned by the STAR test. The STAR test is taken 

by students before participating in the AR program. STAR is a multiple choice 

assessment provided by Renaissance Learning to be used with AR and, based on student 

responses, determines the appropriate reading level for each student who participates in 

the program. Although appropriateness and difficulty, therefore, are addressed by the AR 

program, the difference is that it is a reading management program, not a program that 

teaches reading comprehension.  

Readability levels of books are based on the Flesch-Kincaid reading index, and 

schools are required to buy CD-ROMs that include assessments of those titles to be made 

available to students.  

Three kits are available for purchase for schools. The Starter kit, with reading 

practice disks for up to 200 quizzes, costs $399. The Economy Kit, which contains test 

disk sets for up to 1,000 quizzes, costs $1499. The Super Kit, which has test disk kits for 

up to 1,000 quizzes and also includes software for a computer-adaptive testing program, 

costs $2,999. Training sessions and guide books are also available (Renaissance 

Learning, 2007).  

 

STAR Testing 

 Before participating in the Accelerated Reader program, students are assessed by 

the STAR (Standardized Test for Assessment of Reading) test. Sold by Renaissance 

Learning in addition to the AR kit, the STAR Reading test is a two stage test that 

measures reading levels. By answering multiple choice questions, a student’s reading 
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range is determined. AR books in the school library are labeled with a reading level. It is 

this reading range that students look for when they want to check out a book and then 

take the corresponding quiz. 

 The questions on the STAR Reading test vary and include items that: 

• Ask the student to determine the definition of a vocabulary word based 

on the context of the sentence or passage. 

• Ask the student to interpret the meaning of the sentence in order to 

choose the correct word that would complete the sentence. 

Sample STAR Reading items can be found in the Appendices.  

 The questions a student will receive on the STAR test is determined by students’ 

responses. If the student has a correct response, the difficulty level is increased. On the 

other hand, if the student answers a question incorrectly, the difficulty level is decreased. 

In addition to determining a student’s AR reading level, the STAR Reading test is used as 

a diagnostic tool available for grades k-12 to help teachers determine what reading skills 

their students need help with, to measure individual and class growth, and to forecast 

standardized test results. Tests usually take less than 10 minutes to complete and can be 

re-administered as needed numerous times throughout the school year (Renaissance 

Learning, 2007). 

 The student’s reading range is based on the Zone of Proximal Development. This 

term, coined by psychologist Vygotsky, is defined as the gap between what a child has 

already mastered and what a child can achieve with guidance (Learn NC, 2007). More 

specifically, Renaissance Learning considers the zone of proximal development the range 

of books in which a child can be challenged while reading yet still be successful on the 
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AR test (Top Secret, 2002). Other data found on each STAR Reading student diagnostic 

report includes (based on the test), the student’s grade equivalent score, the national 

percentile rank and range under which the student’s reading scores fall, and tips to help 

the student reach optimal reading potential and continued reading growth. A sample 

diagnostic report can be found in the Appendices. 

  

Accelerated Reader Implementation 

The most varied aspect of the Accelerated Reader program is its implementation. 

The program allows competition between students, teams, classes, or schools at the 

national or international level. The software also generates a series of reports on each 

individual student showing tests taken and points accumulated. Incentives used within 

this program include translation of reading points to homework or class grades, personal 

items for individual students, and a pizza party for the class with the most overall points 

for the year (Guth & Heaney, 1998).  

Teacher implementation, however, is as widespread as it is diverse in terms of 

classroom and campus application (Groce & Groce, 2005). Many high schools require a 

certain number of points to be obtained per grading term and may allot a percentage of a 

student’s grade based on their Accelerated Reader testing performance. Other schools use 

the program’s quizzes solely as an assessment tool for books the class has read as a 

group. Aside from English teachers and librarians, however, most schools do not involve 

other teachers in the program. It is critical that all teachers be involved and supportive of 

a school literacy program if they expect to succeed (Guth & Heaney, 1998). 

Some schools proudly claim, “AR is my reading program.” Parents and students 

talk only about AR test scores and trinkets, not of literature circles or engaging extension 
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activities. Libraries have been divided into AR and regular circulation sections, and 

students are denied access to materials that are not on their designated levels. Instead of 

allocating money to classroom libraries and staff development, funds are being used for 

purchase of the AR and STAR CD-ROMs (Biggers, 2001).  

 

Research on Accelerated Reader 

Reading programs like Basal readers, Reading Recovery, Voyager, Distar, and 

Saxon Phonics compete with well marketed computer software reading management 

programs like Accelerated Reader on a daily basis. These programs, unlike Accelerated 

Reader, are meant to be complete reading programs. However, when it comes to reading 

programs for high school students, Accelerated Reader has become more of a reading 

program than it was ever meant to be. Accelerated Reading is designed to be used as 

supplemental instruction and does not take place of a main reading program. The multiple 

choice format of quizzes is useful in gauging literal comprehension of texts and assessing 

students’ reading level, but has no mechanism for helping students explore story ideas or 

apply the story’s lessons to their personal experiences (Education Commission of the 

States, 1999).  

Accelerated Reader claims to create lifelong readers and motivation for students 

(Renaissance Learning, 2007). Whether or not this is true in all cases, is questionable. 

Does it actually encourage high school students to read more books? There hasn’t been a 

great deal of peer-reviewed or refereed research on Accelerated Reader (Trelease, 2004). 

Studies indicate that as children become adolescents, their interest in reading as a leisure 

activity may decline as other free time options, like listening to music, watching 

television or videos, playing sports, and playing computer or video games, compete for 
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their attention. As students get older, their interests in reading are changed. As a result, 

the effectiveness of the Accelerated Reader program begins to decline after third grade 

(Nippold, Duthie, & Larson, 2005). With an increase in content area reading and dense 

text in higher grades, students’ enjoyment of reading diminishes with age. Insufficient 

time spent on reading is problematic for students whose language and literacy skills are 

weak (Nippold, Duthie, and Larsen, 2005). Other methods are needed to encourage 

students to read. 

Very little, if any, research regarding the Accelerated Reader program has been 

done using high school readers as the sample population. However, schools continue to 

use the program for high school students. A study by Topping and Paul (Topping & Paul, 

1999) explored the relationship between computer assisted student self assessment of 

reading comprehension using Accelerated Reader as a measure of reading practice and 

high and low performers on state reading tests. The data suggested that reading ability 

was positively related to the amount of in-school reading time allotted. More reading time 

was found in private schools than public schools, and the amount of time allotted for 

reading declined after fifth and sixth grades. Any program that provides reading time is 

bound to encourage reading and therefore impact fluency and reading ability. However, 

reading time without additional reading strategies does not improve technique or 

comprehension. According to a study by Topping and Fisher (2003), more important than 

increased reading time in the classroom is the ability of teachers to closely monitor and 

manage the quality and quantity of individualized reading of all their pupils for optimum 

effectiveness (Topping & Fisher, 2003).  
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Another favorable instructional characteristic that aids in reading comprehension 

is ensuring students have established a purpose for reading (Durkin, 1976). Examples of 

this include pre-reading activities, linking to prior knowledge, and relating text to 

students to engage students in the reading. Accelerated Reader also aims to establish a 

purpose for reading. Depending on how the program is implemented in the schools, this 

purpose could be a class or exam grade, or could be prizes available after points are 

accumulated. AR’s purpose was to create lifelong readers. Yet, it has been implemented 

as a requirement, and not as a tool to increase student motivation for reading, as it was 

originally intended. If teachers use Accelerated Reader as feedback on progress of kids, 

that is very useful. It is not, however, a stand alone program (Chenoweth, 2001). 

  Although there have been reports that reading management programs increase 

voluntary independent reading, programs like Accelerated Reader do little to increase 

comprehension or enhance reading instruction, according to Brown (2001). In Brown’s 

study, students were assigned two different book titles for independent reading. Using 

thinking maps, students analyzed the information in books then used these to generate 

questions for a mock AR test.  The premise for the study was that using integration and 

organizational activities to recall and comprehend textual information were more 

effective than the use of the Accelerated Reader program. Students were able to use 

higher level thinking, rather than simple recall of facts (Brown, 2001). In a separate 

study, Pavonetti, Brimmer, and Cipielewski (2000) investigated whether seventh graders 

who were exposed to Accelerated Reader during elementary school tend to do more 

reading of books than those without exposure. The study found no long term motivational 
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effects on reading based on the Accelerated Reader program (Pavonetti, Brimmer, & 

Cipielewski, 2000). 

Because Accelerated Reader is a supplemental program meant to be used in 

conjunction with other reading approaches, it is impossible to determine from the 

research how much academic gain is due to the program and how much is a result of 

other strategies (Education Commission of the States, 1999). Quantitative data based on 

Accelerated Reader testing indicates that, in one school, while 28 of 1058 students read 

well enough to be considered outstanding readers, sixty percent of the student body read 

few or no books, and eighteen percent of students read no books at all (Battraw, 2002). 

No supplemental reading program will be effective if students do not participate. The 

presence of an AR program, without actual daily usage by students, is not helpful in 

improving reading comprehension and vocabulary (Johnson & Howard, 2003). 

Most research regarding the Accelerated Reader program has been done using 

sample populations of elementary and middle school students. Very few studies exist that 

evaluate the success of the AR program in high schools. Those that exist have attempted 

to prove that the AR program definitely has its benefits; it is successful in motivating 

students to read more, for example, primarily because of the ability for them to choose 

books that interest them most. It is important to note that much of the existing data 

regarding the effectiveness of the Accelerated Reading program is based on studies that 

the Renaissance Learning company sponsored, making any such results a conflict of 

interest and possibly unreliable. Research shows that large amounts of appropriate 

literature instills a love of reading in students. Students who read many books within their 

zone of proximal development—books that are neither too hard nor too easy—succeed as 
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readers and success creates the intrinsic motivation to read more (Institute for Academic 

Excellence, 1998). However, students should not only be reading for enjoyment. They 

should learn to read for understanding of both the text and themselves (Guth & Heaney, 

1998). This is something that the Accelerated Reader Program does not offer. 

On its website, Renaissance Learning provides research yielding positive results 

supporting the effectiveness of AR on reading comprehension. Upon closer examination, 

these studies were found to be inadequate in supporting AR’s claims. Although there 

have been reports that the program increases volunteer reading, it does little to increase 

comprehension or enhance reading instruction (Brown, 2001). In 2007, the What Works 

Clearinghouse gave the green light to the Accelerated Reader program, finding that it was 

a tool that met high standards of scientifically based research.  One study met the What 

Works Clearinghouse evidence standards. The study included 910 students from grades K 

to 3 attending 11 schools in a southern school district in the United States. According to 

the Clearinghouse, Accelerated Reader was found to have potentially positive effects on 

comprehension and general reading achievement (What Works Clearinghouse, 2007).  

Of the limited studies available, very few studies attempt to provide a control 

group. The lack of these studies is a serious gap because research firmly establishes that 

providing access to books and time for recreational reading is effective. AR differs from 

pure recreational reading only because it adds tests and rewards. If there is no evidence 

providing clear support for the use of these factors, there is no evidence in support of AR 

(Krashen, 2003). 

Since the multiple-choice AR quizzes usually recall factual information only and 

are not designed to allow students to apply knowledge of what they read, comprehension 
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improvement is impeded (Brown, 2001). In a study by Facemire (2000), the effect of the 

Accelerated Reader program on reading comprehension scores was investigated for third 

grade students in a socio-economically disadvantaged area in West Virginia. Two classes 

participated in the study. One class was encouraged to read and test on books in the 

Accelerated Reader program, and the other was not. The STAR test was used as a pretest 

and posttest for both classes of students. Data did not show a significant difference in 

reading comprehension scores of third grade students that could be attributed to the 

Accelerated Reader program (Facemire, 2000). AR restricts students to demonstrating 

their comprehension solely by a computer generated multiple choice test, and does not 

allow for written responses, extension activities, or repeated interaction with the text 

(Biggers, 2001). In another study, after a year of using Accelerated Reader, no significant 

increase in reading achievement was evident in fifth grade students when compared to 

students who did not participate in the program (Melton, Smothers, Anderson, Replogle, 

& Thomas, Spring 2004). 

In addition to comprehension, some educators argue that problems with the 

Accelerated Reader program also include the fact that reading, in and of itself, is 

devalued with the use of the Accelerated Reader program. By granting rewards for 

reading more and supposedly better books, educators unconsciously state that reading 

cannot stand alone as an enjoyable pursuit, and thereby lessen the possibility that students 

will read voluntarily.  Also, since students have a pre-determined selection of books to 

choose from, they fail to learn the joy of picking books on their own to read. Interest in 

reading material impacts comprehension, and student interest is not taken into account 

when reading levels are determined. When students have high interest in a topic, they are 
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able to read more difficult text than an assessment would otherwise determine. 

Conversely, students with little interest in a topic will demonstrate low comprehension of 

material (Biggers, 2001). Finally, the mandatory quizzes that are so essential to the 

Accelerated Reader program mean that testing, rather than independent needs, drives the 

reading (Carter, 1996). Are students reading because they want to, or because it is 

required? 

Students cannot improve reading solely through multiple choice tests. Accelerated 

Reader forces students to be independent readers and to retain factual information, rather 

than focus on comprehension. Instead, other factors must be present if students are to 

become better readers. Oral language opportunities, for example, must be built into the 

student’s learning environment. Students need opportunities to use both the receptive and 

productive modes to enhance language usage. Educators should remember that students 

need language ability to reason, to think, and to understand.  In addition to language, 

social dynamics are important considerations in designing positive conditions for literacy. 

A literacy program design is not as simple as applying one formula. Instead, creating a 

collaborative literacy program is best (Guth & Heaney, 1998). Accelerated Reader does 

not teach reading, nor does it teach comprehension. Instead, it only tests comprehension. 

Perhaps the most problematic aspect of AR and other programs like it is that they are 

presented as a way to differentiate instruction for students. However, AR is not an 

instructional program—there is no literacy instruction to differentiate in AR. The 

teacher’s role does not include providing direct instruction in reading strategies as would 

be done in balanced reading programs (Biggers, 2001).  
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Over 60,000 schools currently use Accelerated Reader. Yet, if it is truly effective, 

why is its purchase not approved by federal funds? New rules require federal money to be 

spent only on programs that have been proven with independent research to be effective. 

Accelerated Reader does not qualify. The National Reading Panel reviewed the (lack of 

quality) research on the program, and concluded that AR did not meet their standards for 

funding (Chenoweth, 2001). 

Another problem with the program that must be discussed is the discouragement 

the quizzes can cause some readers. The quizzes are questionable as a measure of 

whether or not a student is reading on the correct level. In one study, a student could not 

remember a detail such as what was written on a bunny’s collar. The student failed the 

quiz and became discouraged with the program, thinking of himself as a bad reader. 

Discouraging reading rather than encouraging reading undermines the whole point of the 

Accelerated Reader program (Chenoweth, 2001). 

Increased independent reading like that encouraged by Accelerated Reader lends 

itself to increased reading comprehension. Research consistently shows that increased 

recreational reading profoundly increases reading ability and literacy development and 

general. There are no studies, however, that test the hypothesis that testing children on 

their reading has a positive effect (Krashen, 2002). The objective of this study is to 

determine whether schools that implement the AR program have higher ninth grade 

reading comprehension scores than schools that do not. 

 

Summary 

 Reading ability has academic, economic, societal, political, and personal value. 

Heavy emphasis is placed on teaching children to read as soon as they enter school. As 
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students progress through school, increasing levels of reading comprehension are 

typically required for academic success in other subject areas. Students who are unable to 

read adequately are increasingly handicapped as they move through elementary school. 

Compared to students who are making at least normal progress in reading achievement, 

those who cannot read adequately are more apt to meet academic failures and to repeat 

grades. If they get into high school, they are more likely to drop out before graduation 

(Harris & Sipay, 1990).  

Accelerated Reader aims to establish a purpose for reading. Depending on how 

the program is implemented in schools, this purpose could be a class or exam grade, or 

could be prizes available after points are accumulated. Although AR’s purpose was to 

create lifelong readers, it is not implemented in its true fashion. If teachers use 

Accelerated Reader as feedback on progress of kids, that is very useful. It is not, 

however, a stand alone program (Chenoweth, 2001).   

Rather than placing so much emphasis on Accelerated Reader scores, teachers 

could allow students to engage in authentic assessments such as portfolios, survey 

children to determine what motivates them to read, allow students more choice in reading 

selections, and include various forms of assessment in the grading process (Groce & 

Groce, 2005).  

 It is important that teachers recognize their strengths and weaknesses in teaching 

reading and that they not simply follow a program because it exists and limits their need 

for providing reading instruction. The culprit may not be the programs per se, but that 

teachers follow them submissively, unreflectively, and unresponsively, whether or not 

readers benefit (Margolis & McCabe, 2006).  
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 Comprehension monitoring, cooperative learning, using graphic and semantic 

organizers, and integrating ideas and generalizing from text are more useful pedagogical 

tools than the reliance on one supplemental computer-based reading program for all a 

student’s reading needs (Johnson & Howard, 2003). 

 The bottom line is that although Accelerated Reader may provide students with 

options of books and may motivate them to read, the reasons for their interest are not 

beneficial, and their comprehension will not increase as a result. Unlike packaged reading 

programs, which are often replaced, principles travel with teachers (Margolis & McCabe, 

2006). Motivational and research-based principles can be used to motivate struggling 

readers, and to produce engaged students who master content and skills, rather than 

exacerbating or ignoring the real problem at hand.  

Teaching reading is tough, particularly for teachers who have not been trained in 

reading instruction. When mandated instruction frustrates struggling readers, eroding 

self-efficacy and motivation, teaching becomes even tougher. Simultaneously, the odds 

of improving students’ reading skills drops sharply (Margolis & McCabe, 2006). 

 By applying principles of motivation and strengthening classroom function and 

insight, skilled teachers can increase the odds of helping struggling readers (Margolis & 

McCabe, 2006). Furthermore, training teachers in reading instruction and evaluating 

currently implemented reading programs may raise a red flag that signals the reasons 

behind the presently alarming literacy deficit rates. 

  



   

 58

CHAPTER THREE 

Methodology 

 

Introduction 

 This study investigated the impact of the AR program on ninth grade Reading 

TAKS pass rates, as well as the variance in reading programs for purposefully selected 

ninth grade populations.  This chapter will discuss the methodology for the study, as 

outlined in chapter 1.  

Research Questions 

 The research questions for this study were: 

• Are there differences in Reading TAKS pass rates for schools that use the 

Accelerated Reader program for ninth grade as compared to those who do not? 

o How is the Accelerated Reader program implemented in schools that use 

the program? 

o Is there a relationship between AR and ninth grade Reading TAKS pass 

rates? 

• How is reading taught at the secondary level in schools selected for the study? 

o What strategies are used within the English classroom to improve reading 

skills and comprehension for ninth graders? 

o Do other content area teachers focus on any reading strategies to assist 

ninth graders in their reading skills? 

o Is there a variance among reading programs for ninth graders? 
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o Is there a relationship between reading programs and ninth grade Reading 

TAKS pass rates? 

o What is the role of AR in the overall reading program in schools that use 

AR? 

 

Participants 

For this study, ninth grade populations were purposefully selected from ten 

Central Texas schools. High schools were selected from districts in Central Texas as 

found on the TEA website and internet searches, primarily due to the convenience of this 

sample. The ninth grade population for each high school was then found on the Standard 

Enrollment Reports listed on the TEA web page. After schools were contacted to find out 

if AR was implemented, it was noted that schools with larger ninth grade populations did 

not implement the Accelerated Reader program. For this reason, the decision was made 

to limit this study to schools with ninth grade populations of 175 or less. More research 

was done from the archived data available on the TEA website to identify each ninth 

grade population’s size, demographics, and socioeconomic status makeup. Finally, a 

search was made to find out whether each school was located in an urban (population of 

50,000 or more) or rural (population of less than 50,000) area (National Agricultural 

Library, 2005). Each school chosen for the study was a rural school.   

From the information found in this search, five schools with the AR program were 

matched as closely as possible with five schools that did not use the AR program, based 

on similarities of demographics, size, and socioeconomic status. Socioeconomic status 

was determined by locating the percent of the school’s population that was eligible for 

free and reduced lunches, which was available on the TEA website. Ninth grade Reading 
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TAKS pass rates from 2007 were retrieved from the TEA website for all ten schools, and 

pass rates were compared between the selected AR schools and their matched non-AR 

schools. A Wilcoxon Rank Sum test was done to demonstrate the comparison in pass 

rates.  

Schools purposefully selected to be included in the study were coded as follows: 

School #1 that implemented AR is labeled as Y1. 

School #2 that implemented AR is labeled Y2. 

School #3 that implemented AR is labeled Y3. 

School #4 that implemented AR is labeled Y4. 

School #5 that implemented AR is labeled Y5. 

School #1 that did not implement AR is labeled N1. 

School #2 that did not implement AR is labeled N2. 

School #3 that did not implement AR is labeled N3. 

School #4 that did not implement AR is labeled N4. 

School #5 that did not implement AR is labeled N5. 

 

 The ninth grade population for each school purposely chosen for the study can be  
 
found below in Table 1. For each pairing of schools, one school implemented the AR 

program, and one  did not. Schools were not only matched based on their similarities in 

population size, but  on their demographics and socioeconomic status, as well. Table 3 

demonstrates demographics for each ninth grade population chosen for the study.   
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Table 1 
 

Populations of Chosen Schools 
 
 

School code 9th grade pop. 
Y1 45 
Y2 55 
Y3 42 
Y4 93 
Y5 155 
N1 175 
N2 39 
N3 46 
N4 98 
N5 115 

 
 Note: From “TEA Standard Reports,” 2007, from        
 http://www.tea.state.tx.us/adhocrpt/Standard_Reports.html.  

 
 

Table 2 
 

School Socioeconomic Status 

 
  

 

 

  

 

 
 
 

Note: From “TEA Standard Reports,” 2007, from   
http://www.tea.state.tx.us/adhocrpt/Standard_Reports.html.  

 

The percentage of ninth grade students eligible for free and reduced lunch for 

each school was not available, so the percentage of students eligible for free and reduced 

School Percent of district receiving free 
and reduced lunch 

Y1 58% 
Y2 17% 
Y3 45% 
Y4 31% 
Y5 19% 
N1 22% 
N2 49% 
N3 51% 
N4 67% 
N5 41% 
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lunch within the district was used instead. This information represents the population’s 

socioeconomic status and can be found in Table 2.  

 

Table 3 

Ethnicity of Ninth Graders used in Study 

 
School % African 

American 
%  

Hispanic 
% Native 
American 

% Asian % White 

Y1 2.2 8.9 0 0 89 
Y2 1.8 7.3 0 0 89 
Y3 4.8 19 0 0 74 
Y4 0 20 0 0 80 
Y5 1.3 7.7 .6 .6 90 
N1 .6 9.7 1.1 0 89 
N2 2.5 15 0 0 82 
N3 4.3 37 0 0 59 
N4 1 47 0 0 52 
N5 .9 22 0 0 77 

  

Note: From “TEA Standard Report,” 2007, from     
 http://www.tea.state.tx.us/adhocrpt/Standard_Reports.htm.   
 
 
 Specifically, schools were matched as illustrated in Table 4 below: 
 

Table 4 
 

Pairing of schools for comparison of pass rates 
 

 

 

 

 

 Compromises were made in pairing schools, due to differences in ninth grade 

populations, the number of ninth grade students eligible for free and reduced lunch, and 

Y1 compared with N2 
Y2 compared with N3 
Y3 compared with N4 
Y4 compared with N5 
Y5 compared with N1 
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the number of students of each ethnicity. However, each school that used AR was paired 

as closely as possible to a school that did not, using the numbers of ninth graders, 

eligibility for free and reduced lunch, and ethnicity information.   

 

Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills 

TAKS went into effect in the 2002-2003 school year. The TAKS test is designed 

to measure the extent to which a student has learned and is able to apply the knowledge 

and skills at each tested grade level. The TAKS measures the statewide curriculum in 

reading for grades 3-9, in writing for grades 4 and 7, in English Language Arts at grades 

10 and 11, in mathematics for grades 3-11, in science in grades 5, 10, and 11, and social 

studies at grades 8, 10, and 11. Satisfactory performance on the TAKS at grade 11 is 

required to earn a high school diploma (TEA, 2007). Testing takes place statewide every 

January through March (TEA, 2007). Pearson Educational Measurement contracts with 

TEA to provide scoring of TAKS tests. All schools administer the TAKS on dates 

predetermined by TEA. A timeline for past and current testing in Texas can be found in 

the Appendices.   

Every TAKS test is directly aligned to the TEKS (Texas Essential Knowledge and 

Skills), which comprises the state curriculum for teachers of every subject area at every 

grade level. The TEKS are the state objectives specific to grade levels and subjects 

taught. These objectives are derived directly from subject area professional organizations, 

like NCTE and NCTM, then teachers and administrators on the state level determined 

how these objectives would be met for Texas.  
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Teachers, test development specialists, and TEA staff members worked together 

to develop the TEKS and the TAKS tests. Committees made up of assessment and 

curriculum content-area specialists from TEA reviewed prototype TAKS items in the fall 

of 2000 in preparation for external educator review committees. Field tests were 

conducted in April and May of 2002, and TAKS is now the official testing mechanism 

for the state of Texas. Written responses for the TAKS reading test are scored holistically 

by TEA-approved readers who must fulfill the following criteria: have a Bachelor’s 

degree in Education, English, or a related field, and preferably teaching experience 

(Technical Digest, 2004-2005). More information regarding TAKS development and 

scoring can be found in Chapter 2.    

There are three ninth grade reading TAKS objectives which students are expected to 

achieve before the TAKS is taken.  

• Objective 1: The student will demonstrate a basic understanding of culturally 

diverse written texts. 

• Objective 2: The student will demonstrate an understanding of the effects of 

literary elements and techniques in culturally diverse written texts. 

• Objective 3: The student will demonstrate the ability to analyze and critically 

evaluate culturally diverse written texts and visual representations (TEA, 2007).  

 Objectives 1,2, and 3 are assessed through multiple choice items and short answer  
 
questions. The number of items per objective on the 9th grade Reading TAKS is found in  
 
Table 5 below.  
 
 For Objective 1, students must show they have a basic understanding of the 

reading selections on the test. Students find the main idea, look for details, figure out 
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word meanings, and summarize passages. For Objective 2, students must be able to 

recognize literary devices and their purposes to guide their understanding of the passage. 

Such devices would include plot, theme, conflict, character development and setting. 

 
 

Table 5 
 

Breakdown of TAKS items 

 
TAKS Objectives Number of Items 

Objective 1: Basic 
Understanding 
 

9 multiple- choice items 

Objective 2: Literary Elements 12 multiple-choice items, 
1 open-ended item 

 
Objective 3: Analysis and 
Critical Evaluation 

 
12 multiple-choice items, 
2 open-ended items 

 
Total Number of Items 

 
33 multiple choice items 
3 open-ended reading 
items 

   

Note: From “TAKS Information Booklet,” 2007, from 
http://www.tea.state.tx.us/student.assessment/taks/booklets/reading/g9.pdf 

       
 

For Objective 3, students must have the ability to draw conclusions using the text, 

make connections, and recognize techniques the author has used to develop the text 

(TEA, 2007). Both Objective 2 and Objective 3 include open-ended, or short answer, 

questions. For these questions, students are required to write a brief response based on 

literary or expository selections. Items may be based on an individual selection or both 

selections. Students have five lines to respond if the item is based on one selection, and 

eight lines for both selections. Responses must generate clear, reasonable ideas about 
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various aspects about the text presented and include support of these ideas with relevant 

evidence from the text. Student responses are based on content, not writing conventions. 

Possible scores for the open ended items include 0 (insufficient), 1 (partially sufficient), 2 

(sufficient), or 3 (exemplary). Students are allowed the use of a dictionary or thesaurus 

throughout the test (TEA, 2004). 

 The TAKS is administered every spring. Once the tests are scored, students 

receive a Confidential Student Report (CSR), detailing the results of the exam. Students 

receive an overall score for the test. In addition to their score, a report of the student’s 

strengths and weaknesses are noted for each objective. Scores are reported by number of 

tested items, and number or correct items. A sample score sheet can be found in the 

Appendix. It is important to note that the passing score for the TAKS has not been 

determined until all students have taken the exam (TEA, 2007). 

 

Procedures for Determining if a School Implemented AR 

Schools, or districts when no school contact information was provided, were 

contacted by the researcher by phone or email to learn if the Accelerated Reader program 

was implemented for their ninth grade students. A sample email response can be found in 

the Appendices. Because some of the contacts took place toward the end of the school 

year and during the summer, principals or curriculum directors, depending on which 

information was provided on the school district’s webpage, were contacted by email or 

telephone, or both. Either the administrator who had been contacted replied to the 

message, or the message was forwarded and responded to by another employee, based on 

their expertise in the reading program components or Accelerated Reader participation.  

Campus representatives ranged from principals, English teachers, English department 
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heads, librarians, and Curriculum Directors. These interviews took place in May and June 

of 2007. 

The central Texas high schools that had been contacted were then sorted by 

whether or not the Accelerated Reader program was implemented. Furthermore, sizes for 

these ninth grade populations were found on the TEA website using data from the 2006-

2007 school year. Finding that very few schools with large ninth grade populations 

participated in the AR program, the researcher chose to use schools with ninth grade 

populations of 175 or less for this study.  Of the schools with a population of 175 or less, 

the TEA website was again used to determine the socioeconomic status (free and reduced 

lunch eligibility) and demographics of each school. From all of the schools that met the 

criteria of a ninth grade population with 175 or less, ten schools were chosen. Based on 

initial interview information, five schools that used the Accelerated Reader program were 

chosen, and five were not. Schools that used the AR program were closely matched based 

on population, socioeconomic status, and demographics using information from the TEA 

website and school or district websites with schools that did not to strengthen the 

comparisons. 

 

TAKS Data Collection and Analysis 

 All TAKS data is accessible by the public and available on the TEA website. 

Specifically, the number of ninth grade students who met the standard on the Reading 

TAKS from 2007 was used for this study. Ninth grade TAKS reading score information 

for spring 2007 was gathered from the TEA website for the chosen schools.  After the 

scoring information for all ten schools was collected, a Wilcoxon Rank Sum Test was 

done to compare the number of ninth graders that met the TAKS standard on the ninth 
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grade Reading TAKS between the schools using the AR program and those that did not. 

In addition, specific information regarding the makeup of the TAKS test items, the 

expected skills being assessed, and the interpretation of TAKS scores was available here, 

as well.  

 

Procedures for Collecting Information about Campus Reading Programs 

Second interviews were conducted with campus representatives for the ten 

selected schools regarding the components of their ninth grade reading program and 

whether or not they used AR. Most of the same representatives that had been contacted 

previously were interviewed. However, in one case the representative was no longer 

employed by the school district, and in two other cases, another name was provided of 

someone who could provide more information. Questions were asked to learn the details 

of AR implementation in the schools that employed the program, as well as to learn the 

reading program components of all schools used in this study. Interviews took place by 

phone or email, and a sample email interview response can be found in the Appendices. 

Because schools differed in how AR was implemented and because each school 

had unique reading program components, a researcher who replicated this study with 

different schools may not receive the same results. Interviews were formatted so that all 

only specific questions regarding AR implementation and reading programs in the 

selected schools were asked. 

The interview questions consisted of two sections: AR Implementation and 

Reading Program. For schools that implemented the Accelerated Reader program, 

questions were asked about the number of students who participated, the rewards for 
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participation, whether the program was a requirement or for recreational reading, and 

how long the program has been implemented at the school. For schools that did not 

implement the Accelerated Reader program, the campus representative was asked why 

this program was not used for their ninth grade students.  

The second portion of the interview questions concerned the school’s reading 

program. Questions specifically pertained to ninth graders, although many interviewees 

chose to provide an overview of the reading program for the entire school. All 

interviewees answered questions regarding the reading program, whether their school 

participated in the Accelerated Reader program or not.  For this section, questions were 

asked about how reading skills were taught, what programs were available for additional 

help, and who was available to assist struggling readers. These specific questions were 

asked to gain insight into what reading assistance was available to students so that 

variance between reading programs could be compared and to determine the relationship 

between reading program components of the purposefully selected schools and their 

corresponding ninth grade Reading TAKS pass rates.   

 Interviews were conducted in a combination of phone and email formats to 

campus representatives from the selected schools to learn about the school’s reading 

program and how the Accelerated Reader program was implemented (if used) at that 

school. Below is a list of the interview questions. 

 
Interview Questions About the Ninth Grade Reading Program 

 
1. What are the components of your reading program for ninth grade 
students? 

 
2. What is done within the English classroom to improve reading skills 
and comprehension for ninth grade students? 
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3. Is there any summer reading required for students before they enter the 
ninth grade? 

 
4. Are there incentives for students to read more than the required 
assignments for class? 

 
 

5. Are students tracked for their reading/English classes according to their 
ability levels? If so, explain. (low level readers, average level readers, 
higher level readers) 

 
6. Are there any programs in place to assist struggling readers?  For 
advanced or above grade readers? If so, what are they? 

 
7. Do other content area teachers focus on any reading strategies to assist 
ninth graders in their reading skills? 

 
8. Does your campus have a designated reading teacher? Master Reading 
Teacher? Reading Specialist? 

 
9. Do you have any other information that you think I should know about 
your campus reading program? 

 

Interview Questions About Accelerated Reader Implementation 

1. Is the Accelerated Reader program implemented for ninth grade 
students in your school? 
 

2. Is participation required? 
 

3. What percentage of ninth graders participate in the program? 
 

4. What incentives are given for participation? 
 

5. How is the program used/implemented? 
 

6. How long has the school participated in the program? 
 

7. Does your school plan to continue use of the program for ninth 
graders? 
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Questions for Schools Not Using Accelerated Reader 
 

1. Why do they not use it? 
 

Interviews were conducted in July 2007. Some representatives preferred email 

communication, while others were easier to contact by phone. Only one of the ten 

campus representatives did not complete the interview. Several attempts at contact were 

made, but no response was provided. However, the researcher decided to leave this 

school in the study because of its nonparticipation in AR and because of its similarities in 

demographics and population size with a school that did participate in AR. The interview 

questions are listed above. Interviewees whose schools used the Accelerated Reader 

program received both the questions regarding AR and those regarding the ninth grade 

reading program. Those schools who did not implement the AR program only received 

the questions regarding the reading program and an additional question about why their 

school did not use the AR program for their ninth grade students. There was no deviation 

in questions, nor were any questions added during the course of the interviews. All phone 

interviews took fifteen minutes or less to conduct. When interviews took place by phone, 

the researcher took notes to record answers to the questions. When interviews took place 

by email, campus representatives were sent interview questions, and responses were 

returned to the researcher by email.  

 

Researcher Bias 

As a student, the researcher attended a high school in Georgia that used the AR 

program. At that point, AR was not required and was being used to supplement 

instruction and motivate students to read. Years later, as an English teacher at the same 

high school, the rules for implementation had drastically changed, making the acquisition 



   

 72

of AR points a large portion of students’ required English course grade. The researcher 

saw the attitudes of students regarding the program, experienced the frustrations of 

inadequate AR quizzes, and witnessed the very limited number of students who used the 

AR program for recreational reading. The researcher did, therefore, have her own opinion 

regarding the program. However, since the data being used was archived, and interviews 

were reported accurately, there was no opportunity for researcher bias to affect the results 

of the study. 

Furthermore, there was no room for participant bias, as students were not 

contacted or observed. Only their school’s ninth grade Reading TAKS pass rates, and 

they were not aware of the study at all. Interview information did not have an impact on 

the comparison between TAKS scores and AR schools, but instead gave the researcher 

more data to explain possible reasons for the results that were found. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   

 73

CHAPTER FOUR 

Results 

 

This chapter will report the data collected as discussed in chapter 3. This chapter 

will be organized by individual research questions.  

 The research questions for this study were: 

• Are there differences in Reading TAKS pass rates for schools that use the 

Accelerated Reader program for ninth grade as compared to those who do not? 

o How is the Accelerated Reader program implemented in schools that use 

the program? 

o Is there a relationship between AR and TAKS scores? 

• How is reading taught at the secondary level in schools selected for the study? 

o What strategies are used within the English classroom to improve reading 

skills and comprehension for ninth graders? 

o Do other content area teachers focus on any reading strategies to assist 

ninth graders in their reading skills? 

o Is there a variance among reading programs for ninth graders? 

o Is there a relationship between reading programs and TAKS scores? 

o What is the role of AR in the overall reading program in schools that use 

AR? 

 

Identification of Schools for Study 

 For this study, Central Texas schools were found on the TEA website. Region 12 

and 13 schools were then chosen from this site, due to the convenience of this sample. 
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The total populations of ninth graders for each school in these two regions were located 

on the TEA website from the PEIMS (Public Education Information Management 

System) data collected by TEA. The researcher then obtained phone numbers or email 

addresses for each school from the school or district website, depending on what was 

available. Contacts ranged from principals, curriculum directors, English teachers, 

English teacher department heads, and librarians. These school representatives were then 

contacted by phone, email, or both and asked if the Accelerated Reader program was 

implemented at that school for ninth graders.   

 A total of 51 schools were contacted were then sorted into two categories: those 

that used the AR program, and those that did not. The researcher noticed that schools 

with ninth grade populations of more than 175 usually did not implement the Accelerated 

Reader program. To compare schools that used the AR program and schools that did not 

use the program, the researcher decided to use only schools in the study with ninth grade 

populations of 175 or less. This would provide schools with the AR program and schools 

not using the AR program whose TAKS pass rates could be compared. Once schools with 

a ninth grade population larger than 175 were eliminated, the TEA website was again 

used to obtain information on each school’s socioeconomic status and demographic 

information. The researcher decided to represent the school’s socioeconomic status based 

on the number of students eligible for free and reduced lunch. The researcher obtained 

information regarding the district’s free and reduced lunch eligibility on the TEA website 

but did not find the individual schools’ eligibility available. Therefore, the researcher 

decided to use the district’s free and reduced lunch eligibility to represent the school’s 

socioeconomic status. Of the original 51 schools surveyed about the use of AR, ten 
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schools were chosen, five with the AR program and five without.  The five schools that 

implemented the AR program were coded as Y1, Y2, Y3, Y4, and Y5, and the five 

schools that did not use AR were coded as N1, N2, N3, N4, N5. Schools that used the AR 

program were matched with schools that did not use AR based on ninth grade population, 

socioeconomic status of the district, and demographics. The chart of matched schools is 

found in Table 4.  

     Table 4 

Pairing of Schools for Comparison of Scores 
 

 

 

 

Research Question 1: Are there differences in Reading TAKS pass rates 
 for schools that use the Accelerated Reader program for ninth grade as compared to 

those who do not? 
 

TAKS Score Collection 

To answer Research Question 1 for this study, the TEA website was accessed to 

identify ninth grade Reading TAKS passing rates for each of the ten schools chosen.. 

This information was accessible to the public. 

 Because individual scores for students were not available, the researcher used the 

number of students who met the passing standard for the test. To meet the passing 

standard on the 2007 Grade 9 Reading TAKS test, students had to earn 28 out of 42 raw 

score points. The raw score points were determined by adding the 33 multiple choice 

points to the points earned from the 3 open ended questions. Since students could receive 

Y1 compared with N2 
Y2 compared with N3 
Y3 compared with N4 
Y4 compared with N5 
Y5 compared with N1 
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a total of 9 raw score points for the open-ended questions and 33 total points for the 

multiple choice items, they could have a total of 42 raw score points on the test (TEA, 

2007). Ninth grade Reading TAKS passing rates for each of the ten schools used in the 

study can be found in Table 6.   

 

Table 6 

Passing Rate for Chosen Schools 

 

School Number of 
Students Who 
Took Ninth 

Grade TAKS 
Reading Test 

Number of 
Students who 
met Passing 

Standard 

Percent of 
Students who 
met Passing 

Standard 

Y1 42 39 93 
Y2 53 53 100 
Y3 34 33 97 
Y4 85 79 93 
Y5 120 113 94 
N1 153 147 96 
N2 32 30 94 
N3 44 41 93 
N4 84 78 93 
N5 89 81 91 

 

Note: From “TEA Standard Reports,” from  
http://www.tea.state.tx.us/adhocrpt/Standard_Reports.htm. 

 
 
 Column one lists the ten schools in the study. Column two lists the number of 

ninth grade students from each school that took the 2007 ninth grade Reading TAKS test. 

Column three lists the actual number of students who, of the total students who took the 

test listed in column two, met the passing standard for the ninth grade Reading TAKS 

test. Column four shows the percentage of students who met the passing standard for 

each school. 



   

 77

Table 7 
 

Significance in Paired Schools Pass Rates 
 

 AR School      % Pass Rate     Non-AR Paired School   % Pass     Difference      P Value 
Y1 93 N2 94 1 0.5000 
Y2 100 N3 93 -7 0.5000 
Y3 97 N4 93 -4 0.5000 
Y4 93 N5 91 -2 0.5000 
Y5 94 N1 96 2 0.5000 

 
 
 Table 7 displays the percentage of students that met the passing standard of the 

ninth grade Reading TAKS for each pair of schools. The Difference column represents 

the difference in TAKS pass rates for schools that use AR and schools that do not. A 

Wilcoxon Rank Sum test was run for each pair of schools. To perform the Wilcoxon 

Signed Rank test, the researcher created a column called “Difference” between AR and 

Non-AR. This was the data to be analyzed. Each pair had a p value of 0.5000. Because 

the alpha was .05, and each pair had a higher p value than this number, there is no 

significant difference in pass rates for each of the five schools using AR when compared 

to the school not using AR. Based on data in Table 7 and on the results from the 

Wilcoxon, there was no significant difference between the percentage of students who 

met the passing standard on the ninth grade Reading TAKS test in schools using AR (Y1, 

Y2, Y3, Y4, Y5) and schools that did not (N1, N2, N3, N4, N5).  

 

Research Question 1a: How is the Accelerated Reader program 
 implemented in schools that use the program? 

 

Second Interview Procedures 

 To address Research Question 1a for this study, second interviews were 

conducted with campus representatives from each of the ten purposefully selected 
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schools. Where the AR program was implemented, questions were asked regarding AR 

implementation, and in schools where the AR program was not implemented, 

representative were asked why the program was not used. Most of the same 

representatives that were contacted during the first interview were also contacted for the 

second interview. Interviews were conducted by email and telephone. If the interview 

took place by email, the researcher sent a copy of all interview questions to the 

representatives and received answers in return. If the interview took place by phone, the 

researcher asked each of the questions and took notes on the responses given. Upon 

completion of all interviews, the researcher typed and printed a copy of all interviews and 

kept them with her research for the study. Interview questions are listed below for this 

portion of the interview. 

 

Summary of Responses to Interview Questions about AR Implementation 

The interview questions asked regarding AR implementation were as follows: 

A.  Is the Accelerated Reader program implemented for ninth grade students 

in your school?  

B. Is student participation in AR required?   

C. What percentage of ninth graders participate in the program? 

D. What incentives are given for participation? 

E. How is the program used/implemented? 

F. How long has the program been used? 

G. Does your school plan to continue use of the program for ninth graders? 

H. Why does your school not use the AR program? 
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Five schools in the study answered yes to question A, while five answered no. All 

five schools purposefully selected for this study that implemented the AR program for 

their ninth grade students required participation by all students in the AR program and 

answered question B with a “Yes.”  To question C, schools Y2, Y3, Y4, and Y5 

answered that “All” or “100%” of ninth grade students participated in the program, since 

participation was required. School Y1 estimated 85% or 2/3 of the students actually 

participated in the program, although AR participation was required. When asked 

Question D, each of the five schools answered differently. Their responses are listed 

below. 

a. School Y2 answered “extra credit” was given for students who read more 

than the required amount. 

b. Schools Y1, Y3, Y4, and Y5 answered that “grades” were the incentive 

for AR participation. School Y4 requires 10 AR points per semester, and 

the AR points were used to determine 15% of a students’ six weeks grade. 

School Y1 elaborated that AR quiz grades are used as part of the English 

or Reading class. School Y5  simply answered that “grades” were the 

incentive, but specifics were not given. 

c. The campus representative for School Y3 explained the incentives for AR 

participation in her school as follows: “Once you reach your goal and have 

all your points for your grade, you then may read anything of your 

choosing. It does not have to be from the selected reading list. Special 

Education students and kids at risk may choose their book because our 

goal is for them to read and be a part of the program. AR can also boost 
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your grade if you get all of your points, so there is a desire to make good 

grades and this is one of the ways.” This school also required AR 

participation as 15% of the student’s English grade, and the representative 

further explained that they felt “If the student chooses not to read and take 

tests, most likely they will not pass.” 

All five schools used grades as an incentive for AR participation, whether through 

extra credit or through a percentage of the students’ English course grade. Question E 

asked how the AR program is implemented. To this question, each school responded 

differently. Their answers were as follows: 

a. School Y2 answered that the program’s implementation “Depended on 

class, points and level, and length if they are struggling readers.” 

b. Schools Y1 and Y4 repeated that the program was used to determine class 

grades.  

c. School Y3 explained that, “AR is used for the entire district. We start AR 

so young that kids are really used to the program by the time they get to 

9th grade.” This representative felt the “downfall is that kids are tired of 

AR by the time they get to ninth grade, but that the positive side of AR 

was that the TAKS scores were very good and their students are usually 

ahead of others as they enter college.” This school uses an AR test average 

as a test grade each six weeks. “Students are required to fill out a 4x6 note 

card with specific information that must be turned in prior to taking an AR 

test. No two students are allowed to read the same AR book within a six 

weeks period. Independent reading is 15% of the student’s grade per 6 
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weeks. Students may read ahead, and their points may carry over to the 

next grading period.” 

d. School Y5 used a combination of reading logs, individual goals for 

struggling readers, extra rewards for students who met their AR reading 

goals, and 20% of a student’s grade being tied to AR as the high school’s 

AR implementation procedure. 

All five schools used student participation in the AR program to determine course 

grades.  

Question F asked about the amount of time the AR program has been used on the 

campus for ninth graders. There was a consensus among the responses for this question. 

Specifically, Schools Y1, Y2, Y3, and Y4 have used the program for ten years or more. 

School Y5 has used the program for over fifteen years. Question G asked whether or not 

the school planned to continue AR use. All five schools responded that they would 

continue use of the AR program. School Y5 added that they may choose to “revamp” 

how the program is currently being used.  

Schools that did not use the AR program were asked Question H, which 

questioned the school’s reason for not using AR. School N1 responded that they did not 

know why the program is not used. School N4 explained that STAR testing component of 

AR was used, but only as a testing device. They further explained that their school did 

not agree with the leveling of books in the AR program, and that also their school did not 

have funding for incentives. School N5 explained that the AR program had never been 

used in their district on the high school level, and that the middle school was disgruntled 
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with its use because it was not a reading program, and AR did not use higher thinking 

questions. School N2 did not reply. 

 

Research Question 1b: Is there a relationship between AR and TAKS scores? 

To answer Research Question 1b, TAKS passing rates were compared to AR use. 

Pass rates from all five schools that used AR were combined and compared to pass rates 

of all five schools that did not use AR. Assistance was received from the Baylor Statistics 

department in determining appropriate statistical instruments for comparing these rates. 

Because the sample size of the study was small, a Wilcoxon Rank Sum test was 

recommended. This statistical test was administered using JMP. The purpose of this 

statistical test was to learn if there was a significant difference in the mean of students 

passing the ninth grade Reading TAKS test of schools using the AR program and schools 

that did not.   

 

Results of Wilcoxon Rank Sum Test 

 A Wilcoxon Rank Sum Test is generally used in nonparametric statistics to 

compare the locations of two populations, to determine if one population has shifted with 

respect to another. The method employed is a sum of ranks comparison (Wilcoxon Rank 

Sum Test, 2008). The Wilcoxon test was run using the number of students who passed 

the TAKS test from schools using AR and those that did not use the AR program. The 

test was run in the JMP program, version 6, with assistance from two Baylor Statistics 

Graduate students. Since the p value (.0625) for the assigned rank is greater than the 

expected .05, there was no evidence to suggest that population medians of the two 
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variables differ, as shown in Table 8. In other words, the pass rates of schools using AR 

were not significantly different from pass rates of schools not using AR. 

 

Table 8 

Wilcoxon Rank Sum Results Histogram 

 

-50 -40 -30 -20 -10 0 10 20

   
Table 8 shows a histogram fitted to the tabulated data. In this case, what is seen in 

Table 8 is the “Difference” column. Table 8 is called a box lot and is used to represent 

the sample quantiles: 25%, the median, and the 75% quantile. 

 
Table 9 

 
Mean, Difference, and Standard Deviation Results from Wilcoxon Test 

 
Mean -12 
Std Dev 25.932605 
Std Err Mean 11.597414 
N 5 
Hypothesized Value 0 
Actual Estimate -12 
Df 4 
Std Dev 25.9326 

 

With the Wilcoxon Rank Sum Test, the researcher was testing for the equal means 

of Ho with a difference of zero (means→Ho: difference of zero). As shown in Table 9, 
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the researcher left the hypothesized mean in the JMP program as 0. Df is an acronym for 

degrees of freedom and is equal to the difference between the sample size and the number 

one (Df=N-1=4). 

 
 

Table 10 
 

Probability that AR Makes a Difference in Pass Rates on the Reading TAKS 

 
 Designated Result T Test Signed-Rank 
Test Statistic -1.0347 -2.5000 
Prob > |t| 0.3593 0.6250 
Prob > t 0.8204 0.6875 
Prob < t 0.1796 0.3125 

 
  

In Table 10, the p value is based off of the alternative hypothesis. The researcher 

was testing to determine if the student’s TAKS pass rates of students using the AR 

program were superior to the students’ TAKS scores not using the AR program. Hence, 

the researcher would focus on Prob.t. The p value=0.6875, which is greater than the 

significance level of alpha=.05. Therefore, there was no evidence of greater performance 

between students using the AR program and students not using the AR program. 

 
Table 11 
 

Wilcoxon Representation of Students’ T Distribution 
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Table 11 represents the students’ t distribution. The shaded areas are referred to as 

the critical regions. Since the signed rank test statistic (-2.50) fell outside of those two 

critical regions, the researcher concluded that the Null hypothesis was correct. In other 

words, there were no differences between both population medians. Again, this Table 

agrees with the determination that there is no significant difference in pass rate between 

ninth grade students on the Reading TAKS test using AR and those not using AR. 

  

Research Question 2: How is reading taught at the secondary level in  
schools selected for the study? 

 

Interviews Regarding Ninth Grade Reading Programs 

 Research Question 2 asked how reading was taught on the secondary level in the 

ten schools chosen for the study. To address this, more interview questions were asked of 

each of the ten schools used. In addition to asking about AR implementation, the second 

interviews with campus representatives included questions about each school’s ninth 

grade reading program. Interview questions are listed as follows for this portion of the 

interview.  

A. Is there any summer reading required for students before they enter ninth grade? 

B. Are there incentives for students to read more than the required assignments for 

class? 

C. Are students tracked for their reading/English classes according to their ability 

levels? Explain.  

D. Are there any programs in place to assist struggling readers? For advanced or 

above grade readers? 
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E. Does your campus have a designated Reading Teacher? Master Reading Teacher? 

Reading Specialist? 

F. Is there any other information that I should know in relation to the campus 

reading program? 

G. What strategies are used within the English classroom to improve reading skills 

and comprehension for ninth graders? 

H. Do other content area teachers focus on any reading strategies to assist ninth 

graders in their reading skills? 

I. What are the components of your reading program for ninth grade students? 

These questions were asked to gain insight into what reading assistance was 

available to students so that variance between school reading programs could be 

compared and to learn if there was a relationship between reading program components 

of the purposefully selected schools and their corresponding TAKS pass rate. All schools 

were asked these questions, whether the AR program was implemented at their school or 

not. In one case, the representative for School N2 who was contacted initially no longer 

worked for the school district, so other contact attempts were made. However, no 

responses regarding reading program questions were ever received by any representative 

from this school. So, only nine responses to interview questions will be reported below.   

 

Summary of Interview Responses about Ninth Grade Reading Programs 

 Responses to Interview Question A, which concerned summer reading, varied 

slightly and are summarized below. 

a. Schools Y2, Y4, Y5, N3, N4, and N5 of the nine schools responding 

answered no, that summer reading was not required. 
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b. Schools Y1 and N1 responded that summer reading was required for 

students who were entering pre-AP courses, but no further information on 

the type of reading required was provided. 

c. School Y3 responded that, “Students are required to read two novels over 

the summer and have to complete some type of writing assignment, like 

comparing and contrasting characters from each novel.” 

In summary, only one of the schools chosen for the study required students 

entering the ninth grade to complete summer reading. The exception was students 

entering pre-AP courses, and very little information was provided regarding their reading 

requirement.  

Interview Question B asked about incentives implemented to increase reading 

motivation for students. Responses to this question varied somewhat, but were almost 

evenly distributed between those that did provide incentives and those that did not. 

Responses were as follows: 

a. Schools Y1, N1, N3, N4, and N5 responded that there were no additional 

incentives provided to encourage students to read. 

b. Four schools responded that incentives were available. These incentives 

varied, however.  

c. School Y5 provided drawings on a regular basis for various prizes and 

also provided a library scholarship for a top reader.  

d. School Y2 awarded students with extra credit for reading more than the 

required amount.  
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e. School Y4 provided both a school incentive and individual teacher 

incentives. At this school, teacher incentives vary based on individual 

teacher preference. Also, students are given a six week goal to meet, and 

students who meet every six week reading goal go on a school trip at the 

end of the year. 

g. School Y3 responded with, “Yes, once they have their points for each six week 

period they can stop reading for points. They can then choose their own book or 

story that is not on the AR list to read, which then becomes pleasure reading.” 

In summary, campuses that gave incentives for earning either required or 

additional AR points provided these rewards on an individual, classroom, and school 

wide level. These incentives offered varied by school.   

Question C asked schools about tracking of English students in ninth grade. 

Responses are summarized below. 

a. Schools Y2, Y5, and N4 either tracked their ninth grade students by as 

Pre-AP and “regular” or grouped students by diploma choice. 

b. Schools Y1, Y3, Y4, N1, N3, and N5 did not track students in English 

classes. Four of these six specifically stated that their students are “mixed” 

unless they are in AP or pre-AP, and this usually does not occur until after 

ninth grade. 

In summary, the only tracking for English classes that occurred for ninth graders 

at any of the ten schools was for students attending pre-AP or AP English courses or high 

school diploma choice. 
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 To address Question D, several responses indicated that no additional help was 

provided for ninth grade struggling readers. For those schools that did provide assistance, 

their responses are outlined below. 

a. Schools Y1, N1, and N4 did not have any programs to assist struggling or 

advanced readers in the ninth grade. 

b. School Y5 provided reading specialists and individualizes reading 

instruction. 

c. Schools Y2, Y3, and N3 used content mastery programs. School Y2 also 

used special education instruction to assist struggling readers. School N3 

supplemented content mastery with books on tape. 

d. Schools Y4 and N5 implemented a Grand Central Station lab to assist 

struggling readers. Both schools using this program ensure that there is 

constant communication between teachers and parents and among teachers 

to discuss students’ progress. School N5 automatically pulled students 

who are failing a class out of an elective and places them in this program 

for additional help. 

e. For advanced readers, the only programs offered were Gifted and Talented 

or Advanced Placement among the five schools that addressed these 

students.  

In summary, the schools that did address struggling ninth grade readers provided 

pull out programs in the form of Grand Central Station or content mastery programs. 

Most schools, however, did not employ a Master Reading Teacher or Reading Specialist. 

Gifted and Talented and Advanced Placement courses were options for advanced readers. 
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 At the high school level, most campuses involved in this study did not provide 

additional Reading Teachers to assist struggling readers. Question E asked if Reading 

Teachers, whether Master Reading Teachers or Reading Specialists, were on campus for 

the ninth grade students. There was some variance to answers, however. Responses are 

listed below. 

a. Schools Y2, Y4, N1, N3, and N4 did not provide a Reading Teacher, 

Master Reading Teacher, or Reading Specialist for their ninth grade 

students. 

b. School Y5 employed two Reading Specialists and two Master Reading 

Teachers to assist students with reading. 

c. The librarian at schools Y1 and Y3 was either a Reading Specialist or 

Master Reading Teacher, but is not involved in the classroom. Her role in 

both cases is to have input into the curriculum and provide teaching 

materials and resources to assist teachers with their reading instruction. 

In summary, only one school employed a Reading Specialist or Master Reading 

teacher that actually assisted with classroom reading instruction. When asked in Question 

F for additional information on the school’s ninth grade reading program, the following 

responses were given. 

a. Schools Y1, Y2, Y4, Y5, N1, and N3 did not provide additional 

information regarding their campus reading program. 

b. School N4 felt that much more time should be spent on reading 

instruction. 
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c. School N5 explained that “the biggest challenge is that most teachers think 

of reading instruction as only being K-3, or that something is wrong with 

the kid and not them. Teachers think if the child can’t read by the time 

they get to them, it’s not their program to teach. Teachers are not taught 

how to deal with reading or teaching reading.” 

d. In reference to the AR program, school Y3 explained that most students, 

“didn’t take AR seriously, but now that it is 15% of the students’ grade, 

kids learn to test well over reading, and I think it is because they are more 

focused and know they have to do it.” 

The school contacts who volunteered additional information on their reading 

program insisted that students didn’t take AR seriously, teachers didn’t think they should 

be responsible for teaching reading, or that more time should be spent on reading 

instruction overall.  

Interview Questions G, H, and I are both research questions and interview 

questions. Responses to these interview questions will be reported by research question. 

 

Research Question 2a: What strategies are used within the English classroom 
 to improve reading skills and comprehension for ninth graders? 

 

Interview Question about Reading Strategies 

 Continuing the interviews regarding secondary reading programs for the ten 

schools chosen for this study, campus representatives were asked Research Question 2a 

(Interview Question G). This question asked, “What strategies are used within the 

English classroom to improve reading skills and comprehension for ninth graders?” 

Responses can be found in the following section. 
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Summary of Responses on Ninth Grade Reading Strategies 

 There was a wide range of responses for Research Question 2a. Answers are listed 

below for each of the nine schools who responded. 

a. Schools Y3 and N4 replied that continued practice and note taking were 

the only strategies used to improve reading skills in the English classroom. 

b. School Y1 responded that they used a variety of assessments and activities 

designed to improve reading and comprehension. 

c. School N1 responded that teachers were allowed to, “fork through the 

literature and use what is important.” 

d. School N5 uses a KIRS wall scanner that allows text to be scanned and 

read aloud.  

e. School Y5 focused the lessons on main idea and assisting with 

comprehension, includes reading and class discussion in instructional 

time, and provided TAKS preparation daily. 

f. School N3 also incorporated class reading and discussion time in the 

lesson, but supplemented it with post-it note strategies and asked students 

to write down words they did not know. 

g. School Y4 used the AR program to provide basic knowledge and 

comprehension instruction, but then implemented analysis and higher 

level thinking strategies in the English classroom. 

h. School Y2 incorporated a lot of grammar, literary elements, TAKS 

preparation, and class discussion into daily lessons to improve reading 

skills. 
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In summary, all schools incorporated a variety of classroom teaching strategies to 

increase reading skills within the English classroom. 

 
Research Question 2b: Do other content area teachers focus on any reading  

strategies to assist ninth graders in their reading skills? 
 

Interview Question about Content Area Reading 

Research Question 2b (Interview Question H) asked, “Do other content area 

teachers focus on any reading strategies to assist ninth graders with their reading skills?” 

Responses are summarized below. 

 

Summary of Responses about Content Area Reading  

 Most of the schools in the study focused on content area reading skills, although 

the amount of focus varied. Responses are listed below. 

a. Six schools addressed reading skills in content area classrooms. School N4 

responded that the content area teachers address reading strategies. 

Although the strategies were “not very structured, they are addressed 

through lesson plans.”  School N5 responded that, “there is a push for 

vocabulary development across the curriculum and understanding how 

that impacts reading.” School Y5 responded that they recently 

implemented a new initiative and would be providing staff development 

regarding increased reading emphasis in content area classrooms. School 

N3 responded that only the social studies classroom emphasized reading 

skills. Finally, schools Y3 and Y4 answered that reading for 

comprehension and analytical ability were stressed in all classrooms. 
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b. Schools Y1, Y2, and N1 responded that their content area teachers did not 

focus on reading strategies. 

In summary, three of ten schools did not address reading skills in content area 

classrooms. The six schools that did focus on reading strategies in content classrooms, 

emphasised either vocabulary development or reading comprehension. 

 

Research Question 2c: Is there a variance among reading programs 
 for ninth graders? 

 
Analysis of Reading Program Data 

Research Question 2c asked, “Is there a variance among reading programs for 

ninth graders?”  To address this question, Interview Question I was asked: “What are the 

components of your reading program for ninth grade students?”  Some campus 

representatives needed an explanation of what the researcher meant by “reading 

program” before being able to provide an answer. The researcher defined “reading 

program” as any strategy or program that is used to teach or enhance reading skills for 

students. Responses for this question are listed, below. 

 

Results of Reading Program Data 

 Most schools responded that they did not have a “reading program,” and instead 

referred to the English classroom itself as the ninth grade reading program.  

a. Schools Y1, Y2, Y4, Y5, N3, N4, and N5 replied that their only program 

was the English classroom instruction, and emphasized that writing, 

reading, speaking, and language were all integrated in the classroom. 

Teachers are able to make selections on what is integrated or discussed.  
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For school Y4, classroom instruction is supplemented by 47 minutes 

allotted for reading and study skills, for grades 9-12. AR reading is 

incorporated into this reading time. 

b. School N1 replied that the reading class was for anyone, in any grade, who 

had failed TAKS the previous year. 

c. School Y3 categorized the AR program as their school’s reading program. 

It is important to note again that, although these are the responses to the specific 

interview question regarding the ninth grade reading program, a reading program actually 

consists of anything that is used to assist readers. Therefore, all answers to all above 

questions would be considered aspects of each campus’s ninth grade reading program.  

 

Research Question 2d: Is there a relationship between reading programs and  
TAKS pass rates? 

 
 

Interview and TAKS Data Collection 

 Research Question 2d asks, “Is there a relationship between reading programs and 

TAKS pass rates?” To answer this question, interviews were conducted with campus 

representatives for all ten schools participating in the study regarding components of their 

ninth grade reading program through a combination of emails and phone calls. Interview 

questions and their responses can be found previously in this chapter. In addition, the 

number of students who took the ninth  grade Reading TAKS for each school in the study 

and the number of students who met the passing standard for each school were obtained 

from the TEA website. 
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Summary of Reading Program and TAKS Pass Rate Information  

 A comparison of students who met the standard for ninth grade TAKS Reading 

can be found in Table 6. Table 6 is repeated here for the convenience of the reader. 

Details regarding the reading program for these schools are summarized in Table 12 

below.  

 

Table 6 

Passing Rate for Chosen Schools 

 

School Number of 
Students Who 
Took Ninth 

Grade TAKS 
Reading Test 

Number of 
Students who 
met Passing 

Standard 

Percent of Students 
who met Passing 

Standard 

Y1 42 39 93 
Y2 53 53 100 
Y3 34 33 97 
Y4 85 79 93 
Y5 120 113 94 
N1 153 147 96 
N2 32 30 94 
N3 44 41 93 
N4 84 78 93 
N5 89 81 91 

 

 Note: From “TEA Standard Reports,” 2007, from 
 http://www.tea.state.tx.us/adhocrpt/Standard_Reports.htm. 
 
 

If the school incorporated a pull out program for struggling readers, this is 

indicated in the column labeled “Pull out.” For the purposes of Table 12, the use of Grand 

Central Station or a content mastery program will be considered a pull out program.  If a 

school relied on instruction in traditional English classrooms, provided content area 
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reading strategies, employed reading teachers, or alloted extra reading time during the 

school day, this information is indicated in the designated column. Because individual 

student scores were not available, it is difficult to determine to what extent each reading 

program component is or is not significant to the school’s ninth grade reading 

achievement. 

 
Table 12 

 
Reading Components and Passing Percentages 

 
School        % Met    Pull out     English    Content   Reading Teachers   Extra Reading  

Y1 93  X  X  
Y2 100 X X    
Y3 97 X X X X  
Y4 93 X X X  X 
Y5 94  X X X  
N1 96 X X    
N2 94      
N3 93 X X X   
N4 93  X X   
N5 91 X X X   

 

Note: From “TEA Standard Reports,” 2007, from 
http://www.tea.state.tx.us/adhocrpt/Standard_REports.htm.  
 

 Reading program information for School N2 was not included on the chart 

because this is the school whose representative did not respond to requests for an 

interview. Schools Y2, Y3, Y4, N1, N3, and N5 provided some kind of pullout or 

additional reading class for struggling ninth grade readers. All schools interviewed rely at 

least partly on the English classroom to teach reading strategies to ninth grade students.  

Schools Y3, Y4, Y5, N3, N4, and N5 addressed reading strategies in content area 

classrooms. Schools Y1, Y3, and Y5 provided certified Reading Specialists or Master 

Reading Teachers on their campus. For schools Y1 and Y3, this employee was the 
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librarian. Only one of the nine schools, school Y4, incorporated additional reading time 

for all students as part of the daily schedule. 

 

Research Question 2e: What is the role of AR in the overall reading  
program in schools that use AR? 

 
Interview Questions Regarding AR 

 Research Question 2e asked, “What is the role of AR in the overall reading 

program in schools that use AR?” The results below are based on previous interview 

question responses. 

 

Summary of Interview Responses from AR Schools 

 School Y3 explained that the AR program was the reading program for ninth 

graders. However, four of five schools participating in the Accelerated Reader program 

used the program to supplement English classroom instruction. In some cases, AR was 

only one of several strategies or programs used to develop reading skills for ninth grade 

students. All five schools participating in the AR program required participation by 

students. Therefore, the AR program was a part of the overall ninth grade reading 

program. Implementation of the AR program varied, but because AR was required and 

three of five schools in the study that used the program included AR participation in 

students’ grades, it would be considered an important part of the school’s reading 

program.  

Summary 

 Although the sample size for this study was only ten schools, there were few 

similarities both in AR implementation and ninth grade reading programs among these 
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ten schools. However, the percentage of students who met the TAKS passing standard 

among these ten schools was very similar. Consequently, it is difficult to determine how 

much each form of reading instruction impacts TAKS scores. Also, since individual test 

scores or test mean scores were not available to the researcher, it was not possible to 

make assumptions about the impact that any form of reading instruction had on TAKS 

reading pass rates or the role that the reading program may play in raising students’ 

reading achievement for any given school. Finally, although only half of the schools in 

this study used the AR program, and even though there was a wide range of AR 

implementation, the results of the Wilcoxon Rank Sum test indicated that there was no 

statistically significant difference in the pass rates of schools using the AR program for 

ninth grade students and those that do not use the AR program.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Discussion 

 

Declines in reading progress have demonstrable social, economic, cultural, and 

civic implications. As Americans, especially young Americans, read less, they read less 

well. Because they read less well, they have lower levels of academic achievement. The 

habit of daily reading overwhelmingly correlates with better reading skills and higher 

academic achievement. On the other hand, poor reading skills correlate with lower levels 

of financial and job success (National Endowment for the Arts, 2007). 

 With the advent of more reading programs and federal initiatives like No Child 

Left Behind and Reading First, the importance of literacy skills is a daily focus in today’s 

classrooms. However, elementary classrooms focus on reading more than any other grade 

level. Middle and upper grades teachers focus less on teaching reading skills and more on 

expectations that students already have these skills before entering their classes. As less 

attention is paid to teaching reading at these junctures in a student’s academic career, 

students reduce their reading time and their reading interest.  

 Accelerated Reader is a reading management program that was intended to 

address this problem by motivating students to become lifelong readers. Implementation 

of the program varies by district and sometimes even by school. Because the program 

also claims to increase reading comprehension and test scores (Renaissance Learning, 

2007), this study compared ninth grade Reading TAKS pass rates for schools that used 

the Accelerated Reader program and those that did not, while also researching the ninth 

grade reading programs of each of the ten Central Texas schools chosen for the study. 
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Significance of the Study 

Accelerated Reader is not meant to be a stand alone reading program (Chenoweth, 

2001). Instead, AR is a reading management program (Krashen & Rogers, 2003). AR 

was designed as a program with the goal of increasing student motivation for recreational 

reading and to be used to supplement classroom reading instruction.  

However, reading teachers, pull out programs, and additional reading instruction 

for struggling readers often end with middle school (Guth & Heaney, 1998). Many 

teachers on the secondary level assume that students should already be skilled readers by 

the time they enter high school, and therefore do not focus on teaching reading skills. 

Because reading classes and intervention programs often do not exist for secondary 

readers, Accelerated Reader has become the answer for some secondary schools. AR was 

meant to be a supplemental program, yet it often has no reading instruction to 

supplement. As a result, AR is not being implemented as it was originally intended. 

Instead, it is being used in some cases as the entire school reading program. In other 

cases, participation is required and students’ AR quiz grades are a large determining 

factor of their course grades.  

Very little research has been conducted regarding the effectiveness of AR with 

high school students. For this reason, and because of an increased emphasis in raising test 

scores, it was important to investigate the effectiveness of AR on ninth grade student 

achievement. Because schools are now accountable for students’ reading ability more 

than ever with the increase in state and district testing, most of which requires reading 

comprehension ability, it was important to compare pass rates of one such test of schools 

using the AR program to those of schools not using the AR program. Specifically, this 
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study compared the pass rates of 2007 ninth grade Reading TAKS tests for schools using 

AR and schools that did not. 

 

Findings 

 Central Texas schools were located on the TEA website and then narrowed down 

to schools in Regions 12 and 13. Of the schools in this area, over 51 schools were 

contacted to learn if the school used the AR program. Ninth grade student population, 

demographics, and socioeconomic status information was found for each of the 51 

schools from these two Regions found on the TEA website. Ten schools were chosen 

from the 51 for several reasons. Most schools with ninth grade populations of 175 or 

more did not use the AR program. Therefore, the selection of schools was narrowed 

down to schools with ninth grade populations of 175 or less. Of these remaining schools, 

five were chosen that used the AR program and five were chosen that did not. Schools 

with the AR program were paired with schools that did not use the AR program, based on 

similarities in demographics, ninth grade population, and socioeconomic status. 

 Campus representatives, including principals, curriculum directors, English 

teachers, English teacher department heads, and librarians, were contacted for interviews. 

Schools with the AR program were asked questions about AR implementation. Schools 

not using the program were asked why the AR program was not implemented. All ten 

schools were asked about the overall ninth grade reading program. 

 Of the ten schools chosen for this study, five schools implemented the 

Accelerated Reader program. All five schools required students to participate in the 

program, while one school explained that probably only 85% of students at the school 

actually participated in the AR program. Every school using AR in this study used the 



   

 103

program to determine student’s English class grades in some fashion. One school gave 

extra credit to students as incentives for reading more than the required amount, while 

others provided prize drawings or field trips as incentives for achieving the required 

number of AR points. However, all schools that used the AR program did not provide 

additional incentives besides grades for participating in the program. Four schools had 

used the program for ten years or more, and one had used the AR program for fifteen 

years or more. 

A Wilcoxon Rank Sum Test was run between paired schools to compare ninth 

grade Reading TAKS pass rates for schools using AR and those that did not. No 

significant difference existed between the pass rates of schools using AR and those not 

using the program. 

 Interviews with campus representatives regarding ninth grade reading programs 

are summarized as follows. One school did not respond to any interview questions about 

their school’s ninth grade reading program. 

None of the nine schools responding to the interviews required summer reading, 

unless students were entering an Advanced Placement classroom as a ninth grader. 

Students were not tracked in English classrooms for any of the nine schools unless they 

were participating in a pre-AP or AP English class. However, these classes usually did 

not take place in the ninth grade. Three of the nine schools did not provide assistance for 

ninth grade struggling readers. Three schools used content mastery programs and two 

used Grand Central station as a means to assist struggling ninth grade readers.  

Only five of the nine schools addressed above average readers. These readers 

were provided with Gifted and Talented or pre-AP classes. Six of the nine schools did not 
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employ a Master Reading Teacher or Reading Specialist. One school did, and the other 

two schools employed a librarian that was certified in one of these two areas. One school 

felt that more time should be spent on reading instruction, and one school explained that 

teachers did not think it was their job to teach reading to ninth graders. All nine schools 

relied on their English classrooms in some capacity to provide the reading strategies 

needed to improve reading comprehension.  

Six of nine schools addressed reading strategies in content area classrooms. One 

school labeled the AR program as their school’s reading program. One school provided a 

reading class for students who had failed TAKS the previous year. 

In summary, there were a number of similarities in the way schools implemented 

the AR program. The forms in which additional reading instruction were provided to 

ninth grade students, however, varied somewhat. 

 

Recommendations for Further Research 

1) Most research studies regarding the Accelerated Reader program involve 

elementary or middle school students. Very few studies have been done with 

sample high school populations. Because high schools still use this program 

across the country, it is important that more research be done to determine its 

impact on reading achievement for these students. 

2) After investigating the use of the AR program in Central Texas schools, the 

researcher learned that very few schools in the chosen areas of Regions 12 and 

13 use the program on the ninth grade level. Therefore, the sample size of this 
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study was small. It is recommended that further research on AR in ninth grade 

use a larger sample population, perhaps statewide.  A larger scope of data 

would provide more statistical information on the impact of the AR program. 

Also, this would provide more information regarding the variation between 

ninth grade reading programs in the state of Texas.  

3) Examining middle school or eighth grade reading programs may be helpful in 

providing more insight into understanding ninth grade Reading TAKS scores 

since a student’s reading and skill ability is cumulative. 

4) Nationwide Accelerated Reader studies should be established. However, 

differences in state reading tests must be considered when researching this 

information. 

5) Determining what reading strategies English teachers use consistently and 

which strategies they should use to influence reading ability would be an 

important focus for further research. 

Elementary Reading Programs Compared to Secondary Reading Programs 

 The goals of an elementary teacher when providing reading instruction to students 

are somewhat different than those of a secondary teacher. Students in kindergarten, first, 

second, and third grade classrooms are expected to learn phonics, the alphabet, word 

recognition, spelling, phonemic awareness, and concepts of print. The fundamentals in 

each of these areas are tested and emphasized in elementary grades, and elementary 

teachers recognize that this is a huge part of their job as a primary grade teacher. 

Elementary teachers complete courses in college specifically targeting reading 
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instruction. Reading teachers and pull out programs are mostly predominant for students 

in elementary schools, and students are expected to know how to read at a very young 

age. Teachers are trained on strategies to encourage reading in their classrooms, and 

programs are funded to encourage school districts to reach higher reading achievement in 

their schools.  

 On the secondary level, however, teachers are more content area specific. 

Teachers focus on the content area in which they are certified to teach. And, as found in 

this study, many teachers do not feel it is their job to teach reading on the secondary 

level. More often than not, secondary teachers have not been trained in reading 

instruction.  

Teachers, however, are not the only ones less motivated to focus on reading skills 

in the secondary classroom. Students are less motivated, as well. In fact, after third grade, 

students’ interest in reading declines as other recreational activities and interests fill their 

time (Nippold, Duthie, & Larsen, 2005).  One reason for this shift is the difficult text that 

students encounter, both in the English classroom and in content areas. Students in 

secondary grades are often not provided with additional reading instruction if they 

struggle with their reading skills. Funds and personnel for reading intervention are 

primarily used for elementary grades, leaving little support for students in the upper 

grades (Guth & Heaney, 1998). 

As students make this shift from early grades to upper grades, so does instruction 

shift from teaching phonics to reading strategies. Students are expected to have mastered 

reading skills taught in elementary grades and are now expected to master reading 

comprehension, predictions, inferences, analysis and organization of thinking. Students 
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who are behind are often left behind. Without an emphasis on reading instruction on all 

grade levels, students will not become successful readers. Because fewer pullout 

programs, intervention programs, and reading teachers are available to students in middle 

and high school, learning to read in early grades is a necessity. 

 

Recommendations for Secondary Reading Programs 

 This study indicates that although many schools rely on the Accelerated Reader 

program to increase reading skills, its implementation does not make a difference in the 

pass rates for the ninth grade Reading TAKS test.  

 Based on Table 12 in chapter 4, the passing rate of students in each of the ten 

schools used in this study on the ninth grade Reading TAKS varied only slightly. The 

percentage of students who met the passing standard for the Reading TAKS ranged from 

91 to 100. However, there is no common thread among schools with a higher percentage 

of students who met the passing standard. The one commonality among all nine schools 

that responded to reading program interview questions was that they all expected English 

classroom instruction to drive reading achievement. The strategies used within these 

classrooms, however, varied. One of the ten schools in the study had a 100% pass rate for 

the ninth grade Reading TAKS. Nine of the ten schools, however, can still raise their pass 

rates. Additional reading time, implementation of pull out programs, and emphasis on 

content area reading instruction may help schools reach that goal. 

 

Summary 

 Children are taught to read so that they can understand what is in the text. Thus, 

most of what matters in reading instruction matters because ultimately it affects whether 
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the student develops into a reader who can comprehend what is in text (Pressley, 2000). 

Not only is comprehension imperative in an English classroom, but it is a necessity that 

transcends the walls of a classroom into everyday life. While a debate continues over 

what programs and strategies are most effective in teaching reading skills, the importance 

of reading is not debatable.   

The development of comprehension skills is a long term developmental process, 

which depends on rich world, language, and text experiences from early in life; learning 

how to decode; becoming fluent in decoding, in part, through the development of an 

extensive repertoire of sight words; learning the meanings of vocabulary words 

commonly encountered in texts; and learning how to abstract meaning from text using the 

comprehension processes used by skilled readers (Pressley, 2000). While research 

indicates that each of these aspects is key in reading instruction, there is no uniform way 

in which they are taught.  

Accelerated Reader aims to establish a purpose for reading and to increase 

reading comprehension. However, the program does not significantly improve Reading 

TAKS scores. Training teachers in reading instruction, evaluating currently implemented 

reading programs, and using effective pedagogical tools are more likely to increase 

reading achievement. 

 

 

 

 

 



   

 109

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDICES 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   

 110

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX A 

Sample Reading TAKS Questions 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   

 111

 
 

 

 



   

 112

 
 

 

 

 



   

 113

 
 



   

 114

 
 

 



   

 115

 
 

 



   

 116

 
 

 



   

 117

 
 

 

 

 



   

 118

 

 

 

APPENDIX B 

Sample Email Response Regarding AR Use 

 



   

 119

 
 

 



   

 120

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX C 

Sample Email Response of Reading Program Interview Questions 
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Sample STAR Diagnostic Report 
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Sample STAR Quiz Items 
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Timeline of Testing in TEXAS 
 
1979 TABS (Texas Assessment of Basic Skills) Test:  
The legislature passed a bill requiring basic skills competencies in math, reading, and writing for grades 
3, 5 and 9. Because there was no state-mandated curriculum at that time, the learning objectives for 
the TABS were created by committees of Texas educators. In 1983, the Texas Legislature began 
requiring retesting. Although TABS was not a “diploma-denial test,” 9th grade students who did not 
pass the test were required to retake the exam each year thereafter while in school. Because results 
were reported, the TABS test was the beginning of “high stakes” accountability for school districts.  
 
1984 TEAMS (Texas Educational Assessment of Minimum Skills) Test:  
The legislature changed the wording of the Texas Education Code, requiring the assessment program 
to measure “minimum skills” rather than “ basic skills competencies.” The TEAMS test began in the 
1985-86 school year, replacing the TABS. It sought to increase the rigor of the state assessment and 
added individual student sanctions for performance at the exit level. TEAMS tested math, reading, and 
writing, and was administered to students in grades 1, 3, 5, 7, 9 and 11, with the 11th grade testing 
being the “exit level” assessment. The class of ‘87 became the first class in which students were 
required to pass the exit level exam in order to receive a diploma.  
 
1990 TAAS (Texas Assessment of Academic Skills) Test:  
Changes in state law required the implementation of a new criterion-referenced program. The TAAS 
test shifted the focus from minimum skills to academic skills, which represented a more comprehensive 
assessment of the state-mandated curriculum, the Essential Elements. TAAS assessed higher-order 
thinking skills and problem-solving in math, reading and writing for grades 3, 5, 7, 9, and 11 exit level. 
The board considered the following factors when establishing the levels of satisfactory performance. 
First, the TAAS assessed a broader range of the Essential Elements than TEAMS did. Second, in 
comparison to TEAMS, the TAAS test items were more difficult. Third, the TAAS served multiple 
purposes by providing scores and consequences at the student level, the school level, and the district 
level. Due to these factors, the board set a one-year interim standard for satisfactory performance.  
 
1992-1993 TAAS transitioned from a fall to a spring testing program, and in 1993- 1994 assessment 
was expanded to include grades 3-8 in reading and math. The writing test was moved to grades 4 and 
8, and the exit level test was moved from grade 11 to grade 10. 
 

1993 The legislature enacts the creation of a new statewide-integrated accountability system that 
includes the rating of campuses and districts. The inclusion of TAAS in the accountability system, the 
public release of performance results, and the exit-level requirement for graduation makes TAAS the 
most “high stakes” assessment in Texas history.  
 
1994 The board voted to align the passing standards at grades 3-8, with the standard being established 
at the exit level. This new standard, the Texas Learning Index (TLI), allowed comparisons of 
achievement across grades while maintaining the same passing standards for exit level students. The 
TLI helped districts to determine whether each student was making the yearly progress necessary to 
meet minimum expectations on the exit level reading and math test in 10th grade. 
1995 Science and social studies were added to the eighth grade TAAS test.  
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1999 TAKS (Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills) Test:  
Development of the Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS) test begins.  
The legislature passed bills ending social promotion and creating a more rigorous testing program 
(Texas Education Code, Chapter 39 and 28 respectively). As mandated by the 76th Texas Legislature, 
the Texas Education Agency begins to develop a new assessment program, the Texas Assessment of 
Knowledge and Skills (TAKS), to be aligned with the state-mandated curriculum, the Texas Essential 
Knowledge and Skills.  
 
Under the new law, students in grades 3 (reading), 5 and 8 (reading and math) will be required to 
demonstrate proficiency on a state assessment test, and achieve passing grades in order to advance to 
the next grade level. At the 11th grade (reading, writing, math, science and social studies) students 
must pass the TAKS test, in addition to receiving the required number of credits, in order to receive 
their high school diploma. The Texas Education Code (TEC) charges the State Board of Education with 
establishing the passing standards (performance standards) on the new TAKS test.  
 
2002 Spring of 2002 is the last administration of the TAAS test. Exit level students who fail any subject 
area test will continue to retest.  
 
TAKS is field-tested across the state of Texas and will become the new statewide assessment program 
to be administered beginning in the 2003 school year. 
 
February-May 2002 Statewide field testing for grades 3-11 is conducted in order to collect student 
performance data on test items.  
 
November 2002 The State Board of Education is expected to set passing standards for the new TAKS 
test. 
  
Spring 2003 is the first live administration of the TAKS test which will generate scores that count for 
students. 
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