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study of educational opportunities on the
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The Emergence of the Customized On-site Master’s Degree Cohort Model
Boyd L. Bradbury - Minnesota State University Moorhead

Reflections
In professional development, best practices

opportunity to impact change systemically

require sustained engagement with and support

throughout the school; and 4) faculty

for teachers as they introduce, practice, and

professional development must have

refine research-based strategies in curriculum,

administrative support, as time must be set

pedagogy, and classroom management in

aside for teachers to talk, research, and write.

an attempt to increase student achievement.
Research on school improvement, student

Too often, school district staff development

learning, and teacher learning has led to a

programs have resulted in lack of relevance

new consensus about effective professional

and follow-through at the school district level.

development.

Hoping to achieve better results, two high-need
PK-12 public school districts, Waubun-Ogema-

In-service training is most likely to advance

White Earth Community Schools (WOWE)

the goals of schools if it is ongoing, site-

and Red Lake Public Schools, partnered with

based, driven by student learning, connected

Minnesota State University Moorhead to deliver

to outside resources, and integrated within a

on-site master’s degree programs in curriculum

broader school change process (Hawley & Valli,

and instruction customized to fit local needs.

1999). Newmann et al. (1996) argue that school

Both school districts are situated on Indian

reform will not produce a lasting impact on

Reservations in northern Minnesota. School

teachers’ classroom practice unless structural

enrollment is approximately 70% American

changes are complemented by changes in

Indian and 30% Caucasian at WOWE and

culture, particularly a supportive school-wide

nearly 100% American Indian at Red Lake,

professional community. Gallucci (2003) found

with a majority of students qualifying for free

that the strength and openness of professional

and reduced lunch in the two districts. Both

communities shape teachers’ response to

school districts perform below average on

standards-based reform and consequently

standardized tests.

influence how they address the gap between
student performance and goals for student

As Scribner (2003) has observed, rural districts

achievement. Gould (2008) noted that for

face distinctive challenges in implementing a

faculty professional development truly to

professional development program, including

impact student learning and create successful

limited resources, geographic isolation,

educational change, the following factors must

and time demands on teachers. University

be in place: 1) The topic must be relevant and

participation helped Red Lake and WOWE

engaging to teachers; 2) staff development

overcome these obstacles: The two on-site

must be generated by the teachers themselves;

master’s degree programs brought resources

3) faculty professional development does not

to the districts, saved previous travel time for

occur in a vacuum, as teachers must have the

teachers, and capitalized on local knowledge.
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Red Lake

This issue of Thresholds in Education tells

hoping to bring about. Howell wondered

the story of those programs through the

aloud if a university degree program might be

voices of five teachers who have developed

a vehicle for organizational change. Several

News travels fast among educators in

articles from their action research projects,

of us began to explore the idea of a master’s

northwestern Minnesota. Within months of

the capstone activity in the degree program.

degree in curriculum and instruction, delivered

the inception of the WOWE program, Brent

The teachers have also written reflections on

on site at Waubun High

their experience, describing the rewards and

School and tailored to

satisfaction of graduate study and commenting

the needs of our district.

on some of the challenges faced by the cohort.

We formulated a proposal
which was accepted by

Chronology of the Two Cohort
Initiatives

the Dean of the MSUM
College of Education
in December 2005 and

In the fall of 2004, while serving as WOWE

approved by the school

superintendent, I was hired to teach part time

board in 2006. The board

at MSUM, where I met Charles Howell, then a

also approved the cohort

program coordinator at the university. Howell

and the credits for future

and I discussed the challenges of raising

lane changes, which

student achievement in Waubun. In spring

would result in increased

Gish, Superintendent

Based on reading and
coursework, each
teacher conceptualizes
an intervention—usually
a teaching or class
management strategy—
then goes on to implement
it in the classroom and
collects data to determine
whether it achieved the
expected result.

of Schools on the Red
Lake Indian Reservation,
heard about the initiative
and invited me out to
discuss the possibility of
a similar cohort program
in his district. In March
2007, Howell and I met
with interested teachers
at Red Lake. Subsequent
to the meeting, the Red
Lake School Board
approved the course

2005, the district received a Lighthouse Grant,

compensation for participating teachers. 25

credits for future lane changes. In August of

a three-year state grant designed to promote

teachers, more than 40% of the certified staff

2007, the first course at Red Lake was offered

school reform by changing school culture and

of the district, expressed interest. The first

to a cohort of 18 teachers.

structure to support student achievement, along

class of the cohort began in August 2006. In

the lines advocated by Newmann (1996). Howell

the spring of 2009, 23 of 25 cohort members

The cohort at Red Lake was somewhat

joined the Lighthouse building team as MSUM

graduated The minimal attrition rate served

different from the one in Waubun, not only in

representative and participated in workshops

as testimony to the commitment of MSUM,

local content, but also in the fact that students

introducing the initiative to district faculty in

WOWE, and the teachers in the program. By

pursuing master’s degrees in curriculum and

August. Though the reception was positive,

that time, several of the program leaders had

instruction and in educational leadership were

questions and comments indicated that we

changed roles. I left WOWE to join the faculty

combined, allowing both majors to share

had a long way to go to achieve Newmann-type

of MSUM full time. I took over responsibility for

a core set of courses prior to breaking into

results.

cohort coordination in July 2007, when Howell

sub-cohorts for specialized courses. This

left MSUM to take a position at Northern Illinois

arrangement proved cost effective for the

Over lunch, Howell and I, along with several

University. When Howell was named executive

university and advantageous to students, who

administrators and teachers, reflected together

editor of Thresholds in Education in July 2009,

had an opportunity to learn from one another

on the magnitude of the change we were

he contacted me to begin planning this journal

even though they were pursuing different

issue.

career tracks.
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In the spring of 2009, 15 teachers from Red

at the high school was curtailed and students

the quarter, rewards were provided for those

Lake graduated with a master’s degree either

were given punch-card hallway passes to

with fewer departures. Teachers reported that

in curriculum and instruction or in educational

reduce hallway loitering.

many students did not use their punch card at

leadership. Once again, the high completion

all, and others asked to leave the classroom

rate attested to the shared commitment of

These changes supported the Newman

much less frequently than they had in the past.

teachers, district officials, and university faculty.

framework, which pointed to the need to

Teachers commented that students seemed

align school culture and structure to support

to have an increased understanding that their

high quality student learning—“authentic

place was in the classroom during class time,

achievement,” in Newmann’s phrase.

a clear sign of cultural change. In interviews

Developments in the Two Districts
That Shaped the Cohort Experience

Eliminating student obscenity and related

both students and staff reported significantly

Although I was superintendent of schools at

initiatives enhanced culture, promising a more

reduced hall traffic and fewer classroom

WOWE and teaching as an adjunct instructor

civil and orderly atmosphere in classrooms

disruptions. A newspaper reporter visiting

for MSUM, I was also finishing my Ph.D. In

and throughout the school. The syllabus

the school several months after introduction

2005, I had completed a dissertation study

requirement and the hallway restrictions

of the passes observed, “The hallways of the

and identified school and community factors

provided better structure, encouraging more

high school are more than corridors between

that contributed to or inhibited academic

focused instruction and increasing the amount

classrooms, they are also evidence of the

success of American Indian students

of time available for learning.

transformation taking shape there” (Frank,

at WOWE. As part of the dissertation, I

2006, p. A13).

had recommended 45 changes affecting

The reforms had an immediate and

curriculum, programming, and discipline policy

measurable effect. Over the next two years,

The syllabus requirement produced change

to address these factors. The WOWE school

disciplinary referrals decreased sharply

as well. The school district approved four

board had accepted the recommendations

compared to the year before the reforms.

additional paid days for all teachers during

and cleared the way for implementation. This

Referrals for insubordination dropped 47%.

the summer of 2005 to support this initiative.

initiative shaped the environment of the district

Disruptive and disrespectful behavior declined

By the start of school in September, syllabi

and significantly influenced the development

54%. Swearing and offensive language

were on file for all classes and grade levels

of the cohort.

spiked in the first year due to more stringent

and were sent home to parents as well. In

enforcement but dropped 42% in the second

addition, teachers were required to submit

A number of new policies aligned with the

year. Incidents of verbal abuse declined

standards-aligned electronic lesson plans

recommendations were introduced starting

by 82%, harassment by 17%, fighting and

to the building principals. These changes

in Fall 2005, covering a wide range of topics.

disorderly conduct by 58%, and drug- and

brought about a cultural shift for teachers, just

For example, all teachers were now required

alcohol-related incidents by 66% (Kennedy,

as discipline policies had done for students.

to prepare a syllabus aligned with Minnesota

2007).

Despite initial resistance, after two years of
implementation many teachers reported a

learning standards for every class, grade level,
or subject area they taught. A zero-tolerance

The punch card pass system had a dramatic

high level of satisfaction with the syllabi and

policy for use of the f-word or any f-word

impact as well. Students were allowed to leave

felt that the new regimen had improved their

substitute was introduced. Class changing time

class just five times per quarter. At the end of

performance.
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These changes created a climate of energy

During the 2005-06 school year, the district

designed to assist teachers in integrating both

and optimism. Due to the new discipline

was in turmoil. The school population declined

into a school day, for example, through class

policy, teachers at the high school felt they

substantially as parents sent their children to

meetings, community problem-solving, and

had better control in their classrooms, and this

neighboring districts or simply kept them home.

exercises designed to build interpersonal skills

enhanced professional authority, giving them

Many teachers, students, and administrators

such as empathy, collaboration, and verbal

more freedom to apply the insights gleaned

were traumatized. When I met with teachers in

expression of feelings.

from their classes. Meanwhile all the teachers,

March 2007, two years after the tragedy, they

elementary and secondary, were affected by the

spoke of their experience with visible anguish.

Changes implemented in the district since

syllabus and lesson plan requirement, which

Brent Gish, a retired superintendent of schools

Gish assumed leadership in Fall 2005 clearly

encouraged them to focus more intensively on

with a long and successful history on the White

reflect this approach. Extensive inservice

standards-aligned instruction and experiment

Earth Indian Reservation, assumed the helm

training on social and emotional learning was

with strategies to increase student learning.

of Red Lake Public Schools in fall 2006 with

provided to every employee. Consultants were

nothing less than a gargantuan task of bringing

hired to assist teachers in implementing the

stability to the district and then moving it

elements of Responsive Classroom. In-school

forward academically and emotionally.

suspension has been eliminated, shifting the

Red Lake

focus of discipline from exclusion to support

Few school districts in the United States have
suffered to the extent of Red Lake. This school

By 2007, Red Lake was in the process of

and community-building. A mental health

district in northern Minnesota is situated on

implementing multiple research-based concepts

professional was assigned to each building. A

a closed American Indian Reservation, unlike

and programs, the most prominent of which

variety of school-wide activities were introduced

WOWE—only American Indians are permitted

was a K-12 behavior management plan based

to foster a sense of community, giving all of the

to own property within reservation boundaries,

on Responsive Classroom, Responsive Design,

school’s children and staff opportunities to learn

which greatly exacerbates the isolation

and Developmental Design. Standards-based

about and from each other through activities

experienced to some extent by all rural Native

curriculum alignment has occurred with an

such as cross-age recess and lunch, “buddy”

American communities. Test scores at Red

emphasis on cultural relevance. Early childhood

classrooms, and cross-age book clubs. Family

Lake have been among the lowest in the state.

programming has been revamped. More

and community members have been welcomed

Unemployment, poverty, and crime have plagued

recently, adult basic education programming

as partners, encouraged to visit and volunteer

the community. The situation reached a crisis

has been added to address those who are not

in classrooms during the school day, and invited

point in March 2005, when a student walked into

candidates for a diploma and not served by

to join in school sponsored projects, meetings,

Red Lake High School and finished a shooting

other programs.

and activities after school hours.

taking his own life in the school, the student

Implementation of Responsive Classroom

During the two years of the master’s program,

wounded five people and killed nine, including

provides an illuminating overview of where

faculty working at Red Lake noticed a shift

several students and a teacher. This shooting is

the district was headed in Fall 2007, when

in the mood in the district. The despair I

the fifth deadliest school massacre in the history

the cohort began. The program is built on the

encountered in March 2007 was replaced

of the United States, and it marked the darkest

premise that academic and social-emotional

by a guarded sense of hope, even at times

hour for Red Lake Public Schools.

skills are interdependent. Its elements are

enthusiasm. Teachers began to report

spree that he had started at his home. Prior to
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improvements in school climate. Enrollment

Universities are a prime target for this critique.

to bring out the standard MSUM master’s

returned to pre-2005 levels, and testing data

They are, par excellence, the accreditors of

curriculum to WOWE. On the contrary, we went

showed modest but encouraging gains in

knowledge that is claimed to be universal. Their

to great lengths to avoid political pressure from

student achievement. The master’s cohort

faculties create disciplinary canons, deciding

senior colleagues at MSUM to do so. Based

program was able to capitalize on these hopeful

what is and is not worthy of transmission to

on my dissertation research, a teacher survey,

signs, helping teachers think about ways to

the next generation.

work with their students to sustain their progress

The implicit

and build on the gains they had already made.

authoritarianism

Peterson’s article, the only one in this issue

of this process is

specifically focused on Red Lake, clearly

said by some to

exemplifies teachers’ efforts to build a loving

reduce students to

and supportive community and help students

a passive role, so

get past the trauma of the 2005 shooting, not to

that they become

mention the historical trauma of the community

mere receptacles of

has experienced over the past two centuries

knowledge rather than

since contact with European immigrants.

its co-creators.

and a local advisory

Nearly all indicated they would
continue to use results of action
research in their teaching. Most
believed that without on-site
delivery, they would not have
sought a graduate degree.

board comprised
of parents with
children in schools,
we worked out a
curriculum focused
on Anishinaabe
history and culture,
the challenges of
intergenerational

poverty, and curriculum strategies such as
essential questions, authentic assessment,

The Interaction Between Academic

Schools of education are not immune to

and backward design. A similar design process

Learning and Local Knowledge: An Evolving

this criticism. The efforts of faculty to find

took place in Red Lake, where as MSUM

Relationship

a scientific or research-based account

point person and cohort coordinator, I worked

of teaching and learning have led, in the

with Superintendent Gish to put together

Educational critics have long expressed

opinion of some contemporary scholars, to

a program that focused on community as

skepticism about the alleged superiority of

an excessively theory-based and dogmatic

curriculum, assessment and data analysis,

academic knowledge, which is supposed to be

approach to teacher education, one divorced

parent involvement, school safety, literacy

scientific, supported by empirical evidence, and

from practice and stripped of the insights

development, and culturally responsive teaching.

objectively valid, over knowledge derived from

derived from experiences of real classrooms.

the experience of communities or of individual

Hence the move, mandated by accreditation

These curricula, targeted to the specific needs

people, which is by definition not universal and

agencies and state education authorities, to

of the district and the questions teachers were

thus necessarily infused by the subjectivity of

a more field-based approach in initial teacher

asking, received enthusiastic support from our

particular people who hold it. This type of local,

education, with faculty and students actually

district partners. However, the formal curriculum

experientially based knowledge is sometimes

going into the schools and working with

plan was only a starting point in adapting

referred to disparagingly as lore, folk wisdom,

teachers on real classroom problems.

instruction to meet district needs. It could still
be challenging to find a way to bridge faculty

or craft knowledge. It is treated as inferior
because it is not testable, not replicable, not

This field-based approach lay at the heart

expertise, the knowledge base of the discipline,

generalizable, and not easily subjected to

of what we hoped to accomplish in the two

and the lived experience of teachers enrolled in

critique from the outside.

master’s cohorts. Howell and I did not want

the program.
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One example of this type of challenge was

her hand and asked how much community

Documentation of the Cohorts’ Impact on

cohort members’ skepticism about literature

history teachers needed to learn, and how

Teaching and Learning: The Action Research

suggesting that in minority communities there

much background a person really needed to

Projects

was often a wide gulf between schools and

know in order to teach children effectively.
The culminating activity of the MSUM master’s

the families they served, particularly when
the teaching staff was mainly White, as were

The crowded room was suddenly very still. The

degree program in curriculum and instruction

members of the WOWE cohort. Some of

question had been asked in a professional and

is an action research project. Based on reading

teachers claimed they were more intimately

respectful tone, but the puzzled expressions

and coursework, each teacher conceptualizes

involved with the community than teachers

of some of panelists indicated that it might not

an intervention—usually a teaching or class

in more populous areas. Many lived on the

have been heard that way.

management strategy—and then goes on to
implement it in the classroom and collects data

reservation, and several were related by
marriage to tribal members or descendants.

After a few seconds of awkward silence, the

to determine whether it achieved the expected

Howell suggested testing this claim by inviting

chairwoman of the tribal council commented

result.

a group of tribal leaders to a class meeting.

that Indian children spent seven hours a

Following Anishinaabe tradition, gifts were

day in school, nearly exclusively focused on

The hope is that this experience ties together

purchased for the visitors. The meeting

European-American language, culture, values,

prior coursework with students’ professional

was opened to the entire school staff and

and traditions. Outside of school they were

aspirations and ultimately helps them become

community. I arranged for the district to provide

immersed in European-American culture, music,

more skilled and effective practitioners, better

refreshments.

and media. “I think you would have learned

equipped to meet new challenges wherever

enough,” she concluded quietly, “when you

they work. In the cohort model, we expected

At the front of a packed auditorium, tribal

know as much about us as we know about

their learning to be amplified by interaction with

officials spoke passionately about the

you.”

colleagues, since the teachers all worked in
the same district and were responsible for the

importance of improving education for
American Indian students, bridging the gap

It was not a particularly comfortable moment,

academic growth and well-being of the same

between the school and community, and

but for the teacher in the cohort—for Howell

group of children.

making academic learning meaningful for

and me as well—it was probably a more

children whose families had limited formal

powerful learning experience than any of the

The action research projects produced by

education. They spoke at length about how

assigned readings that led up to the episode.

the WOWE and Red Lake cohorts varied

pleased they were that the cohort was learning

Not every interaction between teachers, subject

considerably by grade level and discipline, but

about Anishinaabe history and culture, and

matter, and outside experts was so intense, but

all had as their common aim the strengthening

urged that they acquaint themselves more fully

this is an excellent example of the negotiation of

of student learning or improvement of

with treaties and land claims.

renegotiation of program content, as teachers

the classroom climate. The five projects

measured it their experience and tested it

documented in this issue of Thresholds aptly

The cohort members listened politely, but

through a series of questions, experiments, and

illustrate the varied achievements and interests

grew restive as these assertions became more

initiatives before they made it their own.

of the participating teachers. They range from

emphatic. Finally, one cohort member raised

introduction of an animal to improve classroom
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climate (Peterson) to use of technology

created “literacy bags,” which were sent

rather than simultaneously enforcing every

to enhance high school choral instruction

home to families for four weeks. Personal

behavioral norm, she was able to significantly

(Jirava). Also included are a study of spelling

interviews and surveys conducted during this

increase the amountof class time spent on

instruction designed to improve the fluency of

time showed an increase in family reading

teaching and learning (Johnson, 2009).

student writing (Schoenborn), support for self-

activity as a result of the literacy bags. Based

directed learning in online courses (Wothe), and

on the research in early literacy, she expects

An upper elementary mathematics teacher,

introduction of guided reading in a remedial

the growth in reading at home to lead to better

noting deficiencies in problem-solving in

primary classroom (Refshaw).

performance of her students in primary grade

students’ test scores, introduced daily

reading.

individual, small

The articles describing these projects

group, and large

These improvements in selfefficacy, leadership confidence,
reflective practice, and
understanding represent a
significant contribution to the
human capital of the WaubunOgema-White Earth Community
Schools, and we expect that
a similar survey will yield
comparable results in Red Lake.

will give readers a sense of the effort and

An elementary

accomplishments of the teachers in the cohort,

physical education

as well as a sense of their level of academic

teacher who shared

achievement. In assessing the potential impact

this concern about

of this research and the currency of knowledge

the readiness of

displayed in the articles, it should be borne in

kindergarteners

mind that the authors teach in very isolated

implemented an

circumstances, in high-needs schools remote

aerobic activity

from more prosperous population centers.

program designed to

Besides the responsibilities for mostly young

promote coordination

families, full-time professional positions, and

and balance as well

graduate study, these teachers were all heavily

as cardiovascular

ability increased

involved in extracurricular activities. In fact,

health. The children

sharply. While the

the after-school commitments of the WOWE

who participated in the 16-week, 560-minute

data did not conclusively identify the source of

students in particular had made scheduling for

program made significantly higher gains on the

this gain, students’ skills in this area appeared

the cohort difficult.

primary-level basic skills test, compared with

to increase with the daily contact with difficult

those who did not (Haugo, 2009).

and deep thinking problems, and they also

Many action research projects not featured in

group activities that
involved reading
and solving word
problems over several
weeks, with the
teacher serving as
facilitator rather than
lecturing. Based on
the results of pre- and
post-tests, students’
problem-solving

displayed more confidence in their approach

this issue were quite useful and revealing. A

A junior high language arts teacher focused her

to the problems. The teacher, too, reported

kindergarten teacher focused on early literacy

efforts on classroom management strategies.

that her instructional skills were sharpened and

skills through collaboration with families.

Teachers and students were surveyed to find

she gained insight into how students interpret

Brininger (2009) observed that her students

out which classroom behaviors were most

mathematical problems (Lerud, 2009).

have widely varied literacy experiences at

disruptive to learning. Based on this data, the

home which contribute to a gap in literacy skills

teacher designed interventions targeted to the

A high-school health teacher concerned about

upon entering school. To encourage family

most disruptive behaviors. By focusing her

national trends in obesity rates, particularly

involvement in literacy development, she

efforts on these high-impact interventions

among low-income and minority youth,
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provided age-appropriate nutrition and diet-

Finally, a secondary physical education teacher

Limited data available since then do not show

related health education to students in a Family

investigated why students choose either to

a clear pattern of achievement gains in either

and Consumer Science class. Students were

participate or not to participate in physical

district. In WOWE, the district with the higher

surveyed before and after this series of lessons.

education activities, and whether any of the

proportion of participating staff and thus the

Results showed that eating and exercise

reasons are related to gender. Students’ daily

site where these gains would be expected

habits improved after students received

participation in eighth-

this information, an encouraging trendthat

grade boys’, girls’ and

underscores the importance of educating the

mixed-gender physical

whole child rather than focusing exclusively

education classes was

on core academic skills (McLaughlin-Worms,

charted for 9 weeks. At

2009).

the end of that period
students were surveyed

appear, a number of

Too often, school district staff
development programs have
resulted in lack of relevance
and follow-through at the
school district level.

confounding factors
intervened: staff
mobility, changes in
administration, and
reduction in funding, to
name just a few.

An elementary teacher set out to increase her

about their reasons for

students’ motivation to read through literature

participation or non-participation. A number

Besides the students’ action research projects,

circles: small, temporary groups of students

of interesting factors emerged from the study,

the best evidence of the impact of the program

who choose their own books and meet regularly

including some that were gender-related, such

is found in an online survey of cohort members

to discuss them. Data from a variety of sources,

girls’ unwillingness to exercise in the presence of

conducted in Spring 2010, a year after the

including surveys, interviews, student journals,

boys (Varriano, 2009).

cohort ended. The gap in time afforded

and teacher observations, showed that

respondents an opportunity to assess the

students enjoyed this activity and read more as

While most of these interventions and conclusions

impact of the experience on their professional

a result (Nustad, 2009).

have been documented in the professional

growth, and the high response rate (92%)

literature, teachers’ willingness to try them in the

attests to the continuing connection the

A high school social studies teacher tried

Waubun-Ogema-White Earth Community Schools

participants felt toward the program, the faculty

to engage students more fully by adapting

marked a significant step forward both for the

who administered the survey, and each other.

instruction to their interests and learning

district and for them as individuals. The pressure

The results, summarized in Table 1, confirm

needs. She assigned students to research a

of working in an isolated high-needs school

many of the expectations of cohort planners

topic that appealed to them and then select

should not be underestimated, and teachers’

about the convenience of on-site delivery,

their own medium for reporting their results

willingness to rise above the daily routine to raise

the importance of a customized curriculum,

to the class. Students’ choice of medium

new questions and try unfamiliar approaches

the benefits of collegial support among the

ranged from PowerPoint visual presentations

attests to their courage, perseverance, and

students, and the advantages of focused

to simulated radio broadcasts. Survey data

enormous resources of emotional energy, on all of

graduate study as a vehicle for professional

and project performance results indicated that

which the cohort drew heavily.

development. Nearly all indicated they would

this approach more fully engaged students
and resulted in more meaningful projects. The

continue to use results of action research in

Cohort Outcomes

initiative will be continued and expanded in
future semesters (Thompson, 2009).

their teaching. Most believed that without onsite delivery, they would not have sought a

Both graduate programs ended in Spring 2009.

graduate degree. There were, however,
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patterns in the responses that we had not

administration. That approach, we believed,

Thus we were elated to discover that, in the eyes

anticipated. Two-thirds of the teachers felt more

would be counterproductive, because it would

of the teachers who participated in the cohort

competent in working with American Indian

not enhance teachers’ professional judgment.

experience, we had not undercut their sense of

children as a result of the program, but only

They would be no better informed as to when

expertise but had enhanced it. As a result of the

half had a more positive outlook toward them.

and how to implement the strategies. We might

program, all 23 respondents said they were more

This response echoed the ambivalence of the

even have made things worse by teaching them

reflective about their teaching. 21 were more

group in the meeting with tribal leaders, which

to distrust their judgment, short-circuiting the

confident as teachers, and 20 more confident as

had been a challenge to us periodically during

cycle of reflection and inquiry which lie at the

teacher leaders. And there was reason to think

the program. The impact on teaching was not

heart of all expert teaching.

they would play a leadership role in the future.

as strong as we had hoped. Nearly all agreed
that they had changed some of their teaching
practice because of the program, but 40%
Table 1: WOWE cohort members’ perceptions of their experience

were not willing to assert that they had changed
“many” of them.
More important than change in practice
appeared to be an increase in confidence,
understanding, and capacity for reflection.
Nearly all the respondents agreed that they had
become more confident teachers and teacher
leaders as a result of the program. All reported a
better understanding of challenges faced by their
colleagues, and all reported that they were more
reflective about their own teaching.
These results, though not exactly what we
were explicitly aiming for, did accurately reflect
the premises about professional learning and
institutional change which had led to the creation
of the cohort. Our aim was never prescriptive.
We did not set out to persuade teachers to give
up their current strategies and replace them with
strategies favored by the university or district

Strongly
Agree

Agree

Neutral

Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

I had an opportunity to contribute to the
content and design of this master’s degree
program.

6

13

3

1

0

Without the on-site delivery of this program, I
would not have pursued my master’s degree.

13

5

1

2

2

0

0

4

7

12

10

12

1

0

0

6

16

0

1

0

9

14

0

0

0

3

13

7

0

0

7

11

5

0

0

4

8

10

1

0

Survey items

I pursued my master’s degree only for
purposes of lane changes that result in
increased compensation for me as a teacher.
This master’s degree program provided
appropriate support (e.g., advising, help with
program planning, assistance in securing
financial aid, guidance with the action research
project).
Overall, instructors in this program were
knowledgeable, approachable, and helpful.
Overall, the structure of the program (e.g., onsite delivery method, scope and sequence of
coursework) was affective.
I am more competent in working with the
American Indian population that I serve
because of this master’s degree program.
I have a better understanding of the factors
(e.g., ethnicity and poverty) that impact the
student population I work with because of this
master’s degree program.
I have a more positive outlook toward working
with American Indian children because of this
master’s degree program.

(Table cont. next page)
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All believed they had a better understanding of

results in Red Lake. In the absence of

the challenges their colleagues faced.

achievement data that can reliably tease
out the effects of teacher expertise from the

These improvements in self-efficacy,

innumerable confounding variables, this is the

leadership confidence, reflective practice,

best evidence we can provide that we have

and understanding represent a significant

fulfilled our promise to the School Board that

contribution to the human capital of the Waubun-

their investment in the on-site master’s program

Ogema-White Earth Community Schools, and we

would pay dividends in future district capacity

expect that a similar survey will yield comparable

and performance.

Thresholds								

		

Page 11

References
1.

Brininger, C. (2009). Collaborating with

8.

Families: A School-Home Connection
in the Development of Early Literacy

2.

comparison]. Unpublished raw data.
9.

Strategy and its Effect on Test Scores.

University Moorhead.

Moorhead, MN: Minnesota State

Frank, T. (2006, February 26).

University Moorhead.
10.

Effects of Improved Eating Habits and

Gallucci, C. (2003, September 25).

Exercise on Student Achievement.

Communities of practice and the

Moorhead, MN: Minnesota State

standards-based reform. Education

University Moorhead.
11.

Academic achievement: Restructuring

Retrieved 5/28/2006 from http://epaa.

schools for intellectual quality. San

Gould, Matthew A. (2008, Fall) Teacher

Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
12.

to Read through Literature Circles.

professional development. Kappa Delta

Moorhead, MN: Minnesota State

Haugo, V. (2009). Physical Education

University Moorhead.
13.

Scribner, J. P. (March 28, 2003). Teacher

Builds Brains. Moorhead, MN:

learning in context: The special case

Minnesota State University Moorhead.

of rural high school teachers, Education

Hawley, W. D. & Valli, L. (1999).

Policy Analysis Archives, 11(12).

The essentials of effective professional

Retrieved 5/28/2006 from http://epaa.

development: A new consensus.

asu.edu/epaa/v11n12/.

In Darling-Hammond, L. & Sykes, G.,

14.

Thompson, J. (2009). The Effect of

eds., Teaching as the learning

Different Teaching and Learning Styles

profession: Handbook of policy and

on Student Engagement in Social

practice. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass,

Studies. Moorhead:MN: Minnesota

127-150.
7.

Nustad, K. (2009). Motivating Students

as researcher: A paradigm for
Pi Record.

6.

Newmann, F. M. and Associates. (1996).

Policy Analysis Archives, 11(35).
asu.edu/epaa/v11n35/

5.

McLaughlin-Worms, G. (2009). The

Forum, A13.

mediation of teachers’ responses to

4.

Lerud, K. (2009). A Problem Solving

Skills. Moorhead, MN: Minnesota State

Transforming expectations. The Fargo
3.

Kennedy, H. (2007). [ WOWE behavior

Johnson, A. (2009). Classroom

State University Moorhead.
15.

Varriano, D. (2009). Physical Education

Management and Discipline. Moorhead,

Participation. Moorhead, MN: Minnesota

MN: Minnesota State University

State University Moorhead.

Moorhead.

Page 12 							

			

		

Thresholds

Strong Spellers Make Strong Writers
Alicia Schoenborn - Waubun-Ogema-White Earth Community Schools

Reflections
Being in education and knowing the importance

many of my families, understanding where they

of learning meant that there was never a doubt

were coming from. This has strengthened my

in my mind that I would continue with my

own relationships not only with my students,

own. When this Minnesota State University

but also their families. Understanding the

Moorhead (MSUM) cohort proposal was

benefits of this knowledge, our site also used

presented to us, I was actually in the process

the textbook as a book study with our other

of looking at other graduate programs. At the

certified and noncertified staff. We’ve seen

time of my commitment to starting the program,

a difference in how adults deal with various

the biggest selling point to me was the ease of

situations with our students.

attending classes. Little did I know then that
while that was a benefit, it was the smallest of

Not only were relationships with students

many.

and families strengthened as a result of this
program, but relationships with my coworkers

One of the many benefits of the MSUM

were too. Meeting once a week for three years

graduate program that I hadn’t expected was

and discussing our school helped us develop

the individualized program. Our school is

a bond and trust with each other. This made it

70% self-identified Native American. Through

much easier to discuss not only our district’s

courses we discussed the past history that

strengths and to build on them, but also our

has impacted relationships between the Native

weaknesses and brainstorm ways that could

Americans and our school. It really helped

solve these problems. It was never uncommon

to hear both sides of the story about what

to go into the lounge during lunch and hear

happened in our area many, many years ago.

conversations about the topics we were

We learned what has caused some of the

learning in class. This helped our whole staff

hard feelings and worked together to develop

because teachers who weren’t in the program

plans to help build positive relationships

also contributed their thoughts and heard

with our families. These plans are still being

what we were learning. Therefore, it helped to

implemented within our district, and we

strengthen all of our teaching.

continue to develop new ones.
A large impact that this program had was on a

Our school is also identified as about 70% free

problem that I’ve struggled with continuously

and reduced lunch. With such a high poverty

over the past 12 years. Early on in my teaching I

rate, our school has additional challenges that

realized that our spelling program that was used

we face. Through courses and the textbook, A

by our district wasn’t getting the results that we

Framework for Understanding Poverty, by Ruby

needed. The words that we were having students

Payne (2005), we were able to focus on these

study each week weren’t those they were using in

challenges. I was able to better identify with

their daily writing or even in their speaking.
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I didn’t see a benefit to teaching students how to

impact on students’ writing than the traditional

curriculum incorporating Dr. Edward Fry’s Instant

spell these words correctly when they were still

approach. As a result, my school has adopted

Word List (Fry, 2001), an inventory of the most

spelling the ones they did use wrong.

my spelling program for first through fourth

frequently used words in written language.

grade.

Words were taught using a variety of techniques,

It didn’t make sense to me to teach spelling

including the researched Cover-Copy-Compare

and writing in isolation from one another. Why

The final and greatest impact that this graduate

method (Nies & Belfiore, 2006). Data, in the

teach spelling at all, if not to help students

program had is on my teaching. From the very

form of spelling tests and journal entries, were

communicate their ideas in writing? I could see

first graduate class I began analyzing everything

collected from a sampling of fourth graders

the importance of this connection even in my

that I was doing in my classroom. I was able to

over six weeks of the 2008-2009 school year.

own family. My son, Jordan, is a terrible speller

determine what was working and was beneficial

These were compared to a control group which

but amazing writer. The paper found later in this

to my students and keep those skills. But, more

continued with the basal spelling program. The

article illustrates both aspects of his work. When

importantly, I was able to look at what wasn’t

results show an increase in the experimental

he brought this assignment home I realized the

working and find a better way. This program

group’s daily writing of words spelled correctly.

impact his spelling has on his work. It was a

has impacted my reading class, math, social

great paragraph but that was lost in all of his

studies, science, and of course, spelling. I have

spelling mistakes. Once I corrected his mistakes

the confidence to take what isn’t working and

using Fry’s Instant Word List, a list of words

try something new and collect data on it to

used most frequently in written language, the

determine whether the changes are productive

paragraph showed more clearly what he was

or not. Through these

trying to say.

skills and confidence,
this program has helped

At the time I entered the master’s program, I

me become passionate

had been brooding about this problem for some

about my teaching

time. At one point I had attended a workshop

again!

that discussed the importance of being able to
read Fry’s List, and at that time I thought that the

Introduction

words would make a perfect spelling program.

Previous Research on Spelling
Instruction
Wallace (2006) identified several characteristics
of effective spelling

By tracking the number of
words the selected students
produced per journal entry, I
was able to assess changes
in fluency over the course of
the intervention.

programs: attention to
high-frequency words,
the use of pretests
to focus instruction,
the development of
students’ self-monitoring
skills, and a minimum
of 60 minutes per week

But I didn’t know how to go about making a

The widespread

major curriculum change and justifying it. I

acceptance of balanced literacy as a

time. For my action research project, I resolved

decided to test the idea in my action research

framework for language arts instruction has

to develop an intervention that met all these

project, the capstone assignment for the

firmly established writing as a core skill in

criteria.

master’s program. In preparation for the project, I

students’ academic development. Surprisingly,

was taught how to plan, implement, collect data,

however, the topic of spelling has received

Read (1971) characterized learning to spell

and evaluate my program. At the completion of

very little attention within the balanced literacy

as a developmental process, with milestones

this project, I was able to prove that my spelling

framework. This project focused on spelling

mastered sequentially as they become better

program was more effective and had a greater

and formed a developmentally appropriate

spellers (as cited in Brown & Morris, 2005).

Page 14 							
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One of Read’s milestones was preschoolers’

Stage 2: Semi-phonemic stage

use of invented spelling, which he identified

graders and most second graders are
in this stage of development as they begin

as a first step in a process of systematic

Between the ages of 4 and 7, students

to correctly spell high-frequency patterns

learning. This theory led to further research

begin to use invented spelling in their

such as ight.

in the development of spelling skills, most

writing. At this stage they are able to

recently by a group at the University of Virginia

distinguish not only the initial sounds of

which studied samples of writing by students

words, but ending sounds as well, and

at various developmental level and found

both are included in invented spelling.

that students progress through six distinct
stages inthe development of spelling skills,

Stage 5: Syllable juncture stage
At this stage students are expected to
spell single syllables correctly within

Stage 3: Letter-name (phonetic) stage

summarized in the inset.

words. They will also apply long vowel
and R-controlled patterns to multi-

At this stage vowels begin to be

syllabic words, and they begin to practice

The developmental stages discovered at the

represented as students “sound their

both the doubling rule and the rule for

University of Virginia, along with research

way” through spelling words and writing.

removing the silent e when adding suffixes.

by Beers and Beers (1992), determined

They begin to make one-to-one

However, students have not yet mastered

that spelling mistakes are not random.

connections between letters and their

the accurate representation of vowel

This information helps us determine which

sounds. For instance, a student may write

patterns in the unstressed syllable of

developmental stage a student has mastered.

plat for plate or jriv for drive. Long vowels

words, as in soler for solar.

It is believed that children do not fluctuate

are represented at this stage by their letter

between stages, but rather master one stage

name, yet the markers are not. Short

and move on to the next (Gentry, 1982; Lutz,

vowels are also written but often with

1986). Therefore, the individual spelling level of

predictable substitutions, such as a for ĕ; i

Students correctly spell two- and three-

each student must be considered to effectively

for ŏ; and o for ŭ. Students begin to add

syllable words and understand the

teach spelling.

-ed as a verb ending.

meaning of root words. Students also

Stage 6: Derivational constancy stage

consistently and accurately add
Stage 1: Prephonemic stage

Stage 4: Within-word pattern stage

Very young children often use individual

Students understand that a vowel is

They understand that words may share

letters to represent syllables or whole

needed in every syllable. Short vowels are

spelling patterns yet may be pronounced

words (Young, 2007). Often this includes

more accurately represented, as in fil for

differently (Schlagel, 2001).

only the beginning consonant sound in

fill or dres for dress. Long vowel markers

one syllable words, such as b for back

are added, but often incorrectly, such as

or s for seat (Brown & Morris, 2005).

plaet for plate or flote for float. Students

The final sound and vowel elements are

begin to understand that there is not

Spelling has traditionally been taught using

not consistently expected at this stage.

necessarily a one-to-one correspondence

word lists from commercially published texts,

between sounds and letters. Many first

such as a basal. Basals offer students word

double consonants when adding prefixes
to words such as illiterate and irrelevant.

Which words should students learn to spell?
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lists that move from simple to complex

percent, and the first 1,000 make up 90% of all

the appropriate spelling lists were developed,

(Schlagal, 2001). Johnston (2001) discovered

written language. Imagine teaching students to

I incorporated them into my curriculum.

through interviews that 93% of teachers use

correctly spell 1,000 words correctly and 90% of

Every Monday students were given a pretest

this method to teach spelling. While most

the words in their writing to therefore be spelled

to assess their knowledge of the week’s 15

teach in this traditional way, a survey by Mary

correctly. By teaching students high-frequency

words. If students were able to prove that

Jo Fresch (2007) reported that only 38% of

words they can immediately use the words that

they could spell the words correctly by getting

teachers believed it to be an effective method

they are learning to spell in meaningful sentences

them all right on the pretest, they did not

of teaching.

(McMurray, 2006). Research shows that a typical

need to take the final test the following Friday.

student can master the first 300 words in three

These students’ spelling time during the rest

years (Fry, 1999).

of the week was used to write a creative story

If most teachers are using the basal method,
yet less than one third believe it to be effective,

incorporating the words. If students did not

should this method still be used? Would it be

In my action research project, I set out to test

spell all 15 words correctly, then they continued

more beneficial to use words that students

the hypothesis that using a developmentally

with the weekly spelling program.

encounter on a daily basis? The premise of

appropriate program incorporating Dr. Fry’s

this action research project was that by using

Instant Word List would help students

I collected two types of quantitative data

words the students encounter in their daily life,

internalize the words and carry them over into

during this study: scores from weekly spelling

instead of using a generic list from the basal,

their everyday writing.

tests taken by the two groups of students,

students’ real-world spelling and spelling test
scores would both improve. The belief was

and production and accuracy statistics from
Research methods employed in the project

that students would gain confidence in their

students’ daily writing in both classroom,
including their journals and other assigned

spelling and would then be able to focus on the

My action research took place in the winter of

writing. I compared my homeroom class

content of their writing thus improving fluency,

2009 in my fourth grade homeroom classroom.

journals to those of the control group. Because

increasing clarity, and encouraging students to

I began by creating a developmentally

of the immense effort required to count words

write more in public formats, such as emails,

appropriate spelling program using Fry’s list

and tally errors each week, I decided to restrict

self-published websites, and Internet blogs

and following Wallace’s guidelines. I then used

data collection from writing samples to just four

(Young, 2007).

this program for my own fourth grade class

students in each class, selected at random.

(the experimental group), while the other fourth

Over a seven-week period, I compared the

grade teacher continued to use a basal word

performance of these eight students based

Fry (2001) developed a list of the words used

list for her class (the control group). I collected

on the number of words per journal entry, the

most frequently in written English language.

samples of spelling tests and student writing

number of overall spelling errors, the number

He identified the words in this list as the

from both classes and compared them to see if

of misspelled words from the Fry list, and the

most important words for reading and writing

using Fry’s list made a difference.

scores on spelling tests.

something that does not include some of them.

The program began in the fall and continued

Limitations of the study

The first 10 words on the list make up 50% of

over the entire school year, but data was

all written language, the first 300 make up 65%

collected from only a six-week period. Once

because it is impossible to read or write
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aware of four limitations. These related to the

lists would better match their developmental

basal series (2001). To develop baseline data on

developmental levels of the spelling words,

levels.

the two classes, I selected four students from
each class and compared their performance

the developmental levels of the students, the
amount of time needed to collect and analyze

A third limitation was time. In order for students

over a period of six weeks. The weekly test

data, and the instructional techniques used to

to become better spellers, their daily work must

scores are shown in Figure 1. These scores

help students learn the words.

be monitored. Every piece they turn in must

reflect how well the students could spell the

be checked for spelling errors, with the goal

words after practicing them for four days

One of the key parts of this study was using

of helping students identify their mistakes and

beforehand.

developmentally appropriate words. This is

correct them independently. The amount of

important because it provides an opportunity for

time doing this would add onto a teacher’s day

The results of the Friday spelling tests show

words of similar make-up to be taught together.

is huge. Between teaching students, preparing

that students who studied the developmentally

By focusing on only 300 words, students

for standardized tests, serving on committees,

appropriate list earned higher grades than

were often given words from different levels of

and the countless other expectations of

those who studied words from the basal.

development within the same spelling list. To

teachers, there isn’t enough time to monitor

This was confirmed by class-wide data for

be truly effective, lists should be made up of

students’spelling consistently and thoroughly.

the two groups. Based on state assessment
scores, students in the two classes exhibited

the same characteristics. If I had broadened
the scope of the words used to include the top

A final limitation concerned the instructional

similar achievement profiles. There are three

1,000 Fry identified, I might have avoided mixing

techniques used to help students learn the

main differences between the two programs:

developmental levels.

words in both classes. The only variable I was

the developmental levels of the spellings

Another limitation was that
the research subjects were
already in fourth grade.
At this point, students
have moved through
several of the stages in

Early on in my teaching I
realized that our spelling
program that was used by
our district wasn’t getting
the results that we needed.

the development of their

able to control for was

of the words, the usage of the words, and

the selection of the words

the methods used to teach them. It is these

they learned. Hence the

differences that led to the variations within

results did not differentiate

spelling test scores.

among techniques used
to teach the words oreven

As shown earlier, learning to spell is a

show conclusively that

developmental process, and this aspect of

the differences between

language learning was taken into account

spelling skills. The lists I developed included

the two classes were due to word selection and

in the design of the intervention. Students

words that were well below the students’

not instructional techniques.

who participated from my class were given
words that were grouped together using

current level. This was difficult for some of the
parents to understand. Although writing samples

Results: Spelling tests

the developmental levels described earlier.
Students who participated from the other

showed that my students frequently misspelled
even the easiest words on the list, parents did

Both fourth grade classes took Friday spelling

class were given words that were not grouped

not understand why a fourth grader had easier

tests. My class studied 15 words during the

developmentally. These words were grouped

words than a first or second grader. If students

week. The other class studied 25 words based

by other similarities, such as vowel sounds,

had started this program earlier, their spelling

on the recommendation of the Houghton Mifflin

homophones, word endings, and frequency
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with which they were misspelled. Kylie Nustad,
the other fourth grade teacher, felt that during
this process students were not learning the
spellings of the words each week, but rather
memorizing the similarities that grouped them
together for the test. Figure 1 suggests that
grouping words together by developmental
levels produces stronger test scores than those
grouped for other reasons.
Students from my classroom were given words
based on Dr. Fry’s Instant Word List because
these words are the most frequently used words
in the English written language (Fry, 2001).
During the first part of the 2008-2009 school year
my students studied and were tested on 191

Here is the
impetus to start
my project. My
son, Jordan,
is a terrible
speller but
amazing
writer. When
he brought this
assignment
home I realized
the impact his
spelling has
on his work.
It was a great
paragraph
but that was
lost in all of
his spelling
mistakes. Once
I corrected his
mistakes using
Fry’s Instant
Word List, the
paragraph
showed better
what he was
trying to say.

of the 300 most frequently used words, which
make up 65% of written language (Fry, 2001).
It is these words that students were already

Results: Weekly journal entries

produced per journal entry, I was able to assess
changes in fluency over the course of the

using in their writing, thus making it necessary
to learn. The words from the reading series are

The weekly journal entries were used to

intervention. By tracking the number of errors

random words, such as fainted, chore, knight,

determine if students were spelling words

per entry, I was able to compare statistics for

and knit. While these words are important to

correctly in their daily writing. Both classes

accuracy between Figure 1 shows the number

know and understand, the chance that the fourth

participated in the journal writing. Sometimes

of words that the students produced for each

graders will be using them in their daily writing

prompts were assigned to the class and other

journal entry. As the means for individual

is very small. My colleague regularly expressed

times the students were allowed to write about

students and for the control and experimental

frustration with the words assigned to students.

anything they chose. The reason for assigned

groups indicate, the experimental group

She felt that she spent too much time explaining

topics was because this shortened the amount

displayed a 33% higher fluency rate overall than

the definitions of the words, making their spelling

of thinking time for students and allowed more

the control group. This cannot be considered

lists more like vocabulary lists. She also was

writing time. The protocol called for students to

conclusive evidence that the intervention raised

frustrated because students were spelling words

be given 15 minutes for each journal session,

fluency rates, however, because statistics

that she rarely, if ever, saw them using in their

but circumstances prevented close monitoring

were compiled for only eight students, and

daily writing. She commented that the words

of this procedure, and the length of time likely

even if these were representative of the larger

being taught in my class were more meaningful

varied from week to week as well as between

groups, fluency might have been affected by

because they were ones that students were

the two groups. the two classes. By tracking

other pedagogical differences between the two

using in their writing.

the number of words the selected students

teachers.
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These factors, however, would not have

the control group (8.70 versus 13.01).

rate for the control group (33.0%) is slightly

accounted for week-to-week changes in

Again, further research would be needed to

less than double that of the experimental group

student performance, and here the evidence

determine whether the difference was due to

(16.6%), reflecting the compound effects of

does suggest, if not conclusively demonstrate,

characteristics of the students selected for

more errors and lower fluency. Improvement in

that the intervention increased the fluency of

study or differences in the spelling programs

error rates over time shows a similar pattern:

students’ writing. If we compare means for the

provided for the two groups.

Between the first and last two-week periods,
the experimental group’s rate decreased by

first two and last two weeks in whichdata were
collected, the experimental group appears

Did the numbers and rates of spelling errors

to increase in fluency at a more rapid rate

decline over time more

more than half (25.5% to 12.4%), while the

than the control group (9.6% versus 3.0%). A

sharply for the experimental

comparison A comparison of the first and last

group, as the research

three-week period generates an even stronger

hypothesis predicts?

contrast (a gain of 11.2% versus a decline of

Between the first and last

3.7%). These data suggest that fluency for the

two-week periods, the mean

experimental group grew at a faster rate than it

number of spelling errors

did for the control group, thus confirming one

declined by 45.8% for the

of the research hypotheses. However, since

experimental group, compared to 40.7% for

error rates for the experimental group (25.4%

the research design did not include careful

the control group. Clearly, the spelling accuracy

to 15.3%, a proportional decline of nearly 40%)

monitoring of the journal-writing protocol,

of both groups improved significantly, and it

was nearly twice that of the control group

further study would be needed to draw

is difficult to discern a differential effect ofthe

(37.0% to 29.1%, a decline of approximately

definitive conclusions.

intervention. For the first and last three-week

20%). Once again, further study would be

rate for the control group

One of the many
benefits of the MSUM
graduate program that I
hadn’t expected was the
individualized program.

decreased by less than half
(42.0% to 23.6%). The gap
in rates of improvement
rates widens if we compare
the first and last threeweek periods. In relative
terms, the decrease in

periods, the difference is somewhat greater

needed to determine if the patterns for these

Figure 3 summarizes the number of words

(30.9% versus 25.4%), but still too small to

eight students are representative of the entire

misspelled per journal entry for the eight

draw a definitive conclusion.

control and experimental groups; even if they

students. Just as mean fluency differed

are, caution must be exercised in attributing

between the two groups, the mean number of

When we examine error rates rather than raw

to the effects to the spelling lists, since other

spelling errors for the experimental group was

numbers, however, a pattern emerges more

factors such as instructional strategies and the

33.1% smaller than the comparable figure for

clearly. As Figure 4 indicates, the overall error

amount of time allocated to spelling in
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particular and language arts in general may play

answer this question, but there was some

Data from journal writing is consistent with

a role.

evidence that the intervention had an overall

this result. Students in the experimental group

positive effect on

wrote more, made fewer

The results of the Friday
spelling tests show that
students who studied
the developmentally
appropriate list earned
high grades than those
who studied words
from the basal.

In addition to total error rates, I also conducted

students’ spelling and

an analysis of errors in the spelling of Fry’s

writing. Students in the

spelling errors, and

high-frequency words. This turned out to be the

experimental group scored

most time-consuming part of the analysis, and

consistently higher on

its results were inconclusive—as indicated in

weekly spelling tests. This

Figure 5, there were differences between the two

fact in itself does not mean

groups, but they did not follow any discernible

that they learned more—

patterns. However, I did ascertain that

the words were easier and

misspelled high-frequency words significantly

there were fewer of them.

detracted from the overall accuracy of students’

My colleague, however,

writing, another piece of evidence supporting a

reported that the longer, harder lists were

out other factors that might have influenced

developmentally appropriate spelling program

not very meaningful, since the words didn’t

performance. Nevertheless, limited as it is, the

using Dr. Fry’s Word Lists.

resonate with students’ experience. Measures

evidence is consistent with the hypothesis.

improved their spelling
accuracy faster than the
students from the control
group. Because of the
small sample size, these
results are not statistically
significant, and even
with a larger data set, it
would be difficult to rule

of the meaningfulness of the spelling words
Conclusion

were not built into my research design.

The aim of this action research project was to

However, it is significant that students spent a

enough for us to consider implementation on

determine if using a developmentally appropriate

longer time and achieved poorer results in an

a larger scale. The other fourth grade teacher

program incorporating Dr. Fry’s Instant Word List

activity that contributed little to their written

and I decided to discontinue our basal spelling

would help students internalize the words and

language skills. Whether or not the intervention

program and continue with this for the rest

carry them over into their everyday writing.

improved student learning, it does appear to

of the school year in which the research was

have enabled students to use their time and

conducted. Other teachers also supported the

effort more efficiently.

project, and the staff agreed that the second

Based on these results, my peers and I
concluded that the intervention was successful

Unfortunately, the research design and the
limited data I collected did not definitively
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during the following year. This will be even more

continue teaching spelling using random words

beneficial because students will be able to

from the basal reading program, but rather

cover more of the 1000 words during the three

those that students use in their writing.

years they are in second through fourth grade.
Our goal was that after another year of data
proving the effectiveness of this program, the
kindergarten and first grade teachers will get on
board. In two years, our school would no longer

(cont.)
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Enhancing Choral Performance Through Technology
Carrie Jirava - Waubun-Ogema-White Earth Community Schools

Reflections
I enjoyed the master’s program because it

the master’s program has had on individuals

allowed me to think about my teaching in

and their classrooms. I see the ripple effect

different ways, it was tailored to our school

in the classrooms of many, and I see some

population, we were able to learn on site, and

collaborative efforts being made as a result of

we were expected to apply what we learned

the master’s program. I believe that, individually,

to our classrooms and report on our findings.

we got out of the master’s program what we

I am much more willing and more creative at

wanted to get out of it and then some. Most

infusing Native American traditional culture

of us who went through the program, despite

with my content lessons, and I am much more

the reason we began the program in the first

comfortable taking risks with my lessons

place, have been professionally changed by

because I have a solid format to fall back

the experience for the better. Maybe the staff

on: action research. I know how to go about

as a whole is not better for it, but each cohort

change if something I have tried does not work,

member’s teaching has improved because of it,

and I know how to evaluate what I’ve tried to

whether or not that was their goal when starting

tell if had the desired impact.

the program.

The biggest challenges of the program as a

Introduction

big picture included buy-in from our principal
and other faculty who were not involved in the

As an educator within the discipline of music,

master’s degree program. Instead of a school

I’m keenly interested in the ways by which

effort with the cohort students leading staff

students can appreciate music and improve

development based on what was learned in

their overall performance with music. As a

class, school-wide staff development went a

result, I turned to technology to see whether

separate direction. Since there was greater

software could enhance choral performance.

accountability for the coursework, most of us
focused our own personal staff development on

Research problem/issue

these topics while the district staff development
went to the wayside. Had we coordinated

Based on Music Educators National Conference

these efforts, I think the whole school would

Standards for Music Education (MENC, 2008)

have benefitted from the cohort. Unfortunately,

and on extensive research, it is apparent

without this cohesive approach, the master’s

that students must understand and be able

program has split our school. Some blame

to demonstrate certain basic elements of

the master’s degree program for the pay

music before they are able to have a deeper

freeze, and our principal has cited the master’s

understanding of their role as musicians and

degree program as the downfall of our school

a critical understanding of music itself. The

improvement plan. However, I see the impact

students I work with, however, often have
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difficulty reaching this level of understanding,

made in this way was sufficient to justify the

making students aware of choral traditions and

in part because of performance challenges.

time and resources needed to acquire and

performance practices, teaching them how to

implement the software.

think about the music they sing, and inviting

Novice musicians don’t
fully hear their performance;
they are often under the
impression that they are
singing notes, dynamics,
phrasings, and other
musical elements correctly,
when in reality, the sound
they produce is somewhat
different from the sound they
intend. To achieve a deeper

them to participate in interpreting the music

Implementing the
research plan turned
out to be more difficult
than I anticipated.
Many of the challenges
reflect the unique
circumstances of our
school setting.

understanding of their role

Previous research on

(Levin, Pargas, & Austin, 2005; Peterson, 2006;

music education

Strand, 2003).

To establish a lifelong

Too often, teachers rely heavily on the large

love of music and music

group, lecture, or expository methods of

making, students must

information delivery (Levin et al., 2005) and

acquire basic music skills.

fail to include other methods. The expository

In order for a student to

approach poses a problem for economically

become an independent

and culturally diverse students, particularly

musician, he or she must

when used as the primary instructional method.

also be able to interpret

Because of differences between students and

as musicians and greater appreciation of the

music, choose and implement performance

teacher in language, culture, and background

music they are singing, students must learn

practices, and evaluate musical works and

knowledge, students often have difficulty

to hear themselves accurately—not only their

performances (Strand, 2005). In addition,

understanding and internalizing what teachers

individual voices, but also how one voice

performance classes must also teach students

try to explain to them, and thus may come to

blends with others.

to listen, the skill on which reading, writing,

see themselves as inadequate, out of touch,

and speaking are built (Liperote, 2006). In

and unprepared (Hanson & Silver, 1991).

One way to help hear themselves more

music, listening is foundational, just as it is

accurately is through audio recording software,

in language learning. Furthermore, if students

The expository approach also fails to tap into

which can be used to multi-track recordings

start by learning to listen and are introduced

students’ underlying motivation, especially

in choral rehearsals. This is an area that is in

to symbols and written music only after they

students who are alienated or disengaged

need of greater attention from music educators

have experienced listening, they will have more

from other aspects of school (Hanson & Silver,

andresearchers. Few studies have focused

success in sight-reading and performance

1991). Academically disengaged students may

on the use of audio recording software at all,

(Gromko & Russell, 2002).

value music as a mode of self-expression and

much less in a choral rehearsal setting. Having

understanding, particularly if they see it as

recognized this gap in the literature, I saw the

There are various “tried and true” teaching

something that has immediacy and pertinence

perfect topic for my action research project. I

methods that have been used to develop

to their own value system (Hanson & Silver,

decided to investigate whether this software

essential skills in the choral classroom and to

1991). The expository method of instruction

can be used to help students learn their vocal

enhance the performance of the ensemble. The

does not allow them to experience this

part more easily, whether use of the software

most successful methods, however, include

immediacy and relevance. Other methods of

improves the overall sound and performance of

engaging students, having students participate

teaching must be utilized in order for these

a choral group, and whether or not progress

in listening, modeling performance skills,

students to get the most out of their experiences
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Choir rehearsal

in music classrooms (Hanson & Silver, 1991).

gain a deeper understanding of the music itself

advantages of using technology documented

(Levin et al., 2005).

in the literature include higher levels of
student engagement (Gromko & Russell,

One promising way to diversify instruction is
to introduce technology. The Music Educators

Because today’s students are “digital natives,”

2002), reaching disenfranchised students and

National Conference agrees that computers

it only makes sense to provide experiences

highlighting their talents (Hanson & Silver, 2007),

and music technology equipment in the music

for students in their “own language” (Savage,

providing enjoyable experiences for students

classroom provide an alternative opportunity for

2007). Technology can motivate students to

in a format they are comfortable with (Levin,

students to learn disciplinary standards (MENC,

learn the basic elements of music through

Pargas, & Austin, 2005), and efficient training

2008). Instructors can utilize audio equipment to

creative activities and can accommodate

and drilling in the fundamentals of performance

enable students to listen to their vocalizations

various levels of learners (Bissel, 1998). It also

(Peterson, 2006).

and also to visualize the sounds they produce

allows a shift from traditional issues of melody,

(Welch, Howard, Himonides, & Brereton, 2005).

rhythm and harmony to a focus on the sound

Using technology does have some downfalls.

Accompaniments and voice parts of songs can

itself, the intrinsic value of the music, and the

Like any other instructional tool or method,

be recorded, freeing the instructor to assist

wider musical structure (Savage, 2007). In

technology use may not be most beneficial for

students, helping students learn their parts,

addition to these benefits, music technology

all students (Ester, 1994). Using technology

allowing students to practice at home, and at

also provides information for the students

can present practical and logistical problems,

home, and enabling students to better match

to make a steady progression and provides

including difficulty obtaining resources,

pitches (Studer, 2005). Furthermore, technology

information on which teachers can base change

substandard technical support, limited access

can help students learn how to listen and thus

and adaptations (Keenan-Takagi, 2000). Other

to the Internet, and inadequate professional
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development time to develop curriculum and

give definitive answers to the broader cost-

encourage one another. Working as a team

keep up with changes (Byrne & Macdonald,

benefits questions, I did hope to obtain insight

would give us the best chance of completing

2002; Savage, 2007). Instructors may also

into the advantages of using technology

our projects successfully.

have difficulty finding sufficient instructional

in choral singing. At the outset I did not

time to incorporate technology in their classes,

anticipate all the obstacles I would encounter

In my case, the schedule for thesis research

particularly if they themselves are not proficient

in introducing technology, but this aspect of my

fit conveniently with preparations for our

and comfortable in its use (Levin et al., 2005).

project also turned out to be illuminating.

Christmas concert. The senior choir would be
preparing three pieces to perform. Although

Do these costs outweigh the
benefits of using technology
in the choral classroom?
Research cannot answer
this question definitely. How
should we value reaching a
student who otherwise would
not be reached? How much

Apart from these
two responses, all
students indicated
that there was a
benefit to hearing the
recordings and being
asked for their input.

is it worth to a teacher, a
school district, a community,

Investigating the use of

other grades would also be performing, I

technology in choral singing

anticipated that it would be easier to involve
seniors in my research, since they were more

All of the members of

mature, more likely to understand the purpose

the master’s cohort were

of what they were being asked to do, and

concerned about the

better prepared for the challenge of using

feasibility of our action

the technology. I decided to use two of the

research projects. Nearing

performance selections for research: one for

the end of our program, we

experimental purposes, using technology to

were now beginning our third

enhance the students’ preparation process;

or even a nation to enhance the performance

year of continuous study and writing while

and the other to serve as control, without

of school choirs or to lead students to deeper

school was in session, taking two courses per

use of technology. Performances of both

levels of musical understanding?

semester on top of our normal teaching load,

would be recorded, so that the students

not to mention the extracurricular activities that

and I could evaluate them and compare the

These are questions I hoped to explore in my

occupied several evenings a week for most

results. Comparison data would be provided

action research project. Thanks to support from

of us. Now, in the final year of the program,

by using a simplified version of the official

the superintendent and principal, I had been

the plan was to write our literature review,

large group adjudication form of the Minnesota

given access to four high-quality condenser

design the research plan, and collect data in

State High School League. The students and

microphones, an external mixer, computer

the fall and write up the results in the spring.

I would complete the form separately for

equipment, and multi-tracking audio recording

The completed manuscript had to be ready

both recordings so that the results of the two

software. The supportive environment of the

for presentation in time for graduation in May.

different practice regimens could be compared.

cohort provided a good opportunity to use this

None of us had ever undertaken a major

equipment—and the pressure of completing

research project like this before, much less

After fine-tuning the plan in consultation with

my research in time to graduate with my peers

written a 70-100 page thesis reporting results

my advisor and other members of the cohort, I

generated additional motivation if any was

using APA citation format.

started implementation. The first challenge was
to select two pieces the students would find

needed!
While I recognized from the start I would not

Everyone was apprehensive, but at the same

equally appealing. Since by this time I had been

time we knew we had to support and

in the district for six years, I was acquainted
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with the students’ musical tastes, so it was not

evaluations. Three prompts were provided for

evaluations and the group discussions, I took

difficult to find appropriate pieces.

their discussions:

field notes on the process and kept a journal of

• What were some things that the group
Setting up the equipment was more

agreed were done well and why did the

challenging. Four condenser microphones

group feel this was the case?

each day’s events.
After completing the study of the two pieces,
the students and the completed a survey to

were strategically placed in front of the choir.

• What were some things that the group

The first recording was made by placing the

agreed could be done differently and

gather opinions of the methods. Items evaluated

microphones at equal distances from each

how could they be done differently?

were the perception of the effectiveness of the

other in front of the group as a whole. They

• List any items that the group did not

methods, the efficiency of instructional time with

were all hooked to an external mixer, which

agree upon (i.e., some thought it was

each of the methods, and the likeability of each

fed into a Fast Track USB audio interface. The

fine, others thought it needed work).

of the methods. The students also evaluated
which forms were most helpful in the process

audio interface played into the Sonar Studio
Edition multi-track recording program. This

After reporting their conclusions to the larger

and whether or not recordings should be used

setup produced a balanced recording; however,

group, they were given time to work together

in the future to make improvements in choral

it did not allow the different sections of the

to rehearse the changes they had decided

singing or part retention.

choir to be clearly distinguished, since each

on. After the practice interval, the choir

microphone produced a blend of the different

reconvened and sang the selection again.

parts. After monitoring and adjusting, it was

This second performance was recorded using

decided to place one microphone in the center

the procedure described earlier. As with the

Implementing the research plan turned out to

of each section while the members of the

first recording, the students and teacher/

be more difficult than I anticipated. Many of the

section stood in a circle around the microphone

researcher listened

so that each section would be recorded more

to the selections

clearly.

and evaluated
their progress. The

The first issue to be explored was whether

recordings continued

listening to the recording would change

to be used to

students’ perceptions of their performance.

make changes and

After the first practice session for the

improvements.

Challenges that I faced in the project

challenges reflect the

The biggest challenges of
the program as a big picture
included buy-in from our
principal and other faculty
who were not involved in the
master’s degree program.

unique circumstances
of our school setting.
Even so, they provide
a good indication of
problems that might arise
in other schools, where
teachers try to innovate
in a context of settled

experimental piece, with technology-enhanced

routines, procedures, and

practice, I asked them to evaluate their

The same process was followed after each

performance of the selection. Then they were

performance of the second selection, except

directed to listen to the recording and complete

that the students did not listen to the recording

the evaluation again. As teacher-researcher, I

during the process. The students evaluated their

One challenge I faced, for example, would very

followed the same procedure. After individual

progress immediately after performance, but did

likely be found by other teachers in smaller

evaluations were completed, the different

not play back the recorded version or conduct a

school districts. Our classroom is located in a

sections of the choir met to discuss their

second evaluation. In addition to data from

building that houses grades 5-12. One room
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must accommodate music instruction for all

anticipated using one or two periods for each

track recording equipment improved students’

these grades. My weekly schedule includes

phase of the research. This would have been

choral performance. In part this was due to

fifth and sixth grade general music, music

just enough time for recording, evaluation, and

my own failure to allow time for administrative

technology, senior high choir, and junior high

discussion, but I hadn’t anticipated how much

tasks needed to carry out the plan, but it also

choir. With so much traffic in and out of the

time would be consumed by administrative

reflected unexpected complications such

classroom and so many activities taking

tasks. Collecting permission forms, helping

as the retreat and other groups needing to

place there, I could not leave the equipment

students with the microphones, organizing the

use the equipment. To some extent, these

set up for recording. If it was left accessible,

discussion groups, helping students who had

were challenges faced by all the members of

elementary students touched and sang into the

missed class catch up were all much more

the cohort, but I was more vulnerable. As a

microphones, however often they were asked

time intensive than I had expected. As a result,

music teacher, I had less contact time with the

not to. Other classes also had trouble finding

we were only able to complete one iteration

students and therefore less margin for error.

space for their projects because of the way

of the research as planned. The evaluations

Furthermore, some of the equipment I needed

the microphones were set up. If, on the other

of the second recording of each selection

to use was shared with the whole building, and

hand, I shifted the equipment into a restricted

were not written down, but only discussed

the complications of shared use made it more

area after each technology session, distractions

orally as a whole group. Because the plan was

difficult to carry out the research plan.

were eliminated and other students had space

curtailed, I was not able to collect enough data

to do their work.

to draw meaningful comparisons between the

In the end, the only meaningful results I

experimental and the control selections.

obtained were qualitative data from student

Elementary students weren’t the only ones to

feedback on their experience with the

interfere with the setup of equipment. After the

The school calendar created additional

technology. After the Christmas concert,

first day of recording, the custodian needed to

complications. At the time, academic planning

when the technology experiment had been

borrow a monitor and a microphone for a movie

in our school had long been plagued by

completed, I distributed a feedback form with

being shown in one of the gyms. On another

conflicting agendas. In this case, the loss of

11 questions about the usefulness of the new

day of recording, the student council needed

time for Thanksgiving break was compounded

procedure, how it could be improved, whether

to borrow the mixer for a dance to be held in

by a youth retreat scheduled by the principal

it was worth the additional work required, and

the commons area. Due to these incidents, the

that took students out of class for three days in

under how and when it should be used in the

equalization settings had to be readjusted for

the week after Thanksgiving. This unforeseen

future.

each recording, which yielded an additional

interruption significantly reduced practice time,

difference in the way the students and I

further compromising the plan of research and

Most of the students who responded to this

heard the selection, potentially clouding our

making it more difficult to draw meaningful

survey indicated that the use of recordings was

perception of the level of progress made from

conclusions.

beneficial in some way. Most indicated that

recording to recording.

they appreciated being able to hear how they
Results of the research

Finding enough instructional time to carry out

sounded so they knew for sure what they were
doing well and what they needed to improve

the research plan was also a challenge. Our

Because of the lack of class time, I was not able

upon. Most also agreed that it helped with part

class periods are 43 minutes long, and I had

to determine whether or not use of multi-

singing because they were better able to hear
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wrong notes and correct them. Some also

Based on my research, then, I concluded

just beginning to understand the format of

noted that listening to the recordings made

that use of technology in choral singing is

choral sheet music and reading this music.

them think about what they were doing because

very promising. If more time is allowed for

Lessons that provide auditory feedback

they knew they were being recorded and didn’t

implementation, this method has the potential

while students are learning these skills may

want to make mistakes.

to be a catalyst for change in the choir

assist the students in understanding more

classroom. As students and the teacher/

readily what is being done correctly and what

Only two students expressed reservations,

researcher gain experience with the method, it

needs to change. In addition, the details of

both relatively minor. One student did not think

will become easier to carry out and will most

the method could be taught in junior high so

that this method should not be used regularly,

likely take less time to complete. Adopting it

that when students enter senior high choir,

because if students always knew they would be

as standard instructional practice without the

they are already experienced with the method

recorded, they would stop listening while they

formalities of a research project will also save

and may be better equipped to listen to and

were singing and simply wait to listen to the

time. With increased efficiency, this method

change the more complicated music they will

recordings to hear what they were doing well

shows considerable promising in affecting

face. Perhaps, too, this method will serve as a

and what they needed to change. Another felt

essential learning in the choral classroom.

catalyst for advancement of senior high choir

that this method worked well for older students

by better preparing them at an early age to

but wouldn’t work for younger students

Plans for implementation and further

listen to and react critically to their musical

because they wouldn’t pay attention. Apart from

research

performance. Introducing it earlier, in short,

these two responses, all students indicated that

would be consistent with Gromko and Russell’s

there was a benefit to hearing the recordings

A crucial part of the action research project

(2002) insight that listening is foundational to

and being asked for their input.

involves plans for further action. The goal is not

the development of performance skills.

just for students to draw conclusions from their
My own direct observation as teacher/researcher

research, but also to show how it will affect their

My reflection also yielded a more ambitious

supported this conclusion. The method was not

professional practice and ultimately improve

idea, one that would be even more time

executed perfectly or according to plan, but it

student learning.

consuming, at least at the outset, but might
help students become more independent and

still appeared to have an impact on the choral
performance of the ensemble. Students were

In reflecting on my research on technology for

potentially yield even greater performance

afforded raw feedback in the form of an audio

choir, the most important idea I came up with

gains. The procedure would be for me, as

recording and were given the power to make

was to introduce the new method to the junior

teacher, to record all voice and accompaniment

changes according to what they heard. While

high choir class. Introducing technology at level

parts of a piece the students are preparing and

they did not like filling out evaluation forms,

may have an even bigger impact for several

combine them into a multi-track recording.

the students did appreciate the opportunity to

reasons. First, junior high choir songs are less

Students could then mute their own part of

express their opinion of the choral performance

difficult to learn, thereby allowing for more

the recording and practice blending their own

and felt enjoyed being a part of the decision

time to incorporate technology. Second, there

with the remaining tracks. After practicing, they

making process. It allowed them to have

is a greater focus on fundamentals in junior

could record their performance as an additional

ownership in their finished product and the

high choir. Students are introduced to vocal

track, pair it with the other tracks, evaluate the

process of producing that product.

technique in greater depth at this level and are

results, and use this information to make
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Mentoring High School Students in Online College Courses:
An Exploratory Study
Ann Wothe - Waubun-Ogema-White Earth Community Schools

Reflections
My master’s level action research project was

part of the master’s program also helped

chosen to address several requirements of the

establish my expertise in the area of online

MSUM master’s program and the needs of the

education when issues arose regarding online

high school. Waubun High School’s population

courses.

is about 70% self-reported Native American
and also about the same percentage of free and

The program offered by MSUM tailored

reduced lunch participants—although these

professional development to our school’s

percentages are not inclusive of one another.

unique demographics. The program’s unique

Many of these students are not only on their

focus on poverty and Native American

way to being the first in their family to graduate

perspective was perfect for the issues that

high school, but also are the first to consider

our school faced. Meeting once a week for

any sort of postsecondary education. This need

several hours with our colleagues to discuss

to encourage and support students in their

issues we see in our classrooms and the

pursuit of rigorous courses, and a decline in

practical application of our class work in our

the number of students in the OCHS (Online

classroom was the most intensive professional

College in the High School) program, combined

development I’ve ever experienced. Perhaps

with a personal interest in advancing online

the most important aspect of the program was

education led to the design of this project.

the fact that 25 of our colleagues were part
of it. In our district, the elementary school is

When framing this project, A Framework for

located in the neighboring town of Ogema.

Understanding Poverty (Payne, 1996), along

While the elementary school is but five miles

with a course that examined the role of poverty

away, teachers in the elementary and the high

and resource availability, were instrumental.

school rarely got a chance to collaborate or to

Many of our students have no one to look to

even visit with each other. One of the benefits

for guidance and reassurance when it comes to

of the cohort was that collegiality between the

college level courses. My thesis was inspired by

elementary and the high school increased. I

a former student who, in an informal way, chose

look forward to seeing if the action research

me as a mentor to her when she embarked on

projects that each of the elementary teachers

her way through several online college courses.

started during the master’s program will make

Her success inspired me to try mentoring on

an impact on the high school in future years as

a wider scale. However, it was the impetus

their students move through the grades.

of the master’s program and the research
required prior to formulating the project that

All this is not to say that the MSUM program

lent credence to my proposal. With faculty

at Waubun did not face its share of ups and

assistance, I was able to fine-tune my project’s

downs. The program’s direction was in question

design and the evaluation of the results. Being

when the lead advisor left for a new position at
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another university. However, confidence in the

poverty, and research make it one of the best

online courses are personality traits such as

program was restored when someone with

learning experiences I have ever had.

conscientiousness, openness to experiences,

experience and knowledge of the issues we

emotional stability, and agreeableness.

face in our district took the helm.

Introduction: Questions and thoughts

When budget cuts loomed due to cuts in state

One of our main goals at Waubun High School

funding, there was some minor finger-pointing

is to prepare students for college. One way we

at the master’s program for the increased

do that is to encourage promising students

If we could find some way to enhance success

personnel costs. In spite of the budget, our

to take online dual-credit courses—courses

factors and reduce obstacles, the success of

school board has resolutely stood behind the

designed for high school students but taught

our students would improve. But can these

master’s program and the new ideas that it

by qualified instructors at the college level.

factors be controlled by intervention? Based

has inspired. The experience of the master’s

When students are successful, these courses

on experience in a variety of instructional

program and its focus on action research will

give them the experience of college-level

settings, I knew that self-regulatory behavior

serve us well as we embark on the creation

work, make college seem more attainable,

can be modeled and taught. While self-efficacy

of new Professional Learning Communities

and allow them to accumulate credits toward

beliefs cannot be imparted directly, they can

Obstacles to success include a feeling of
isolation and the lack of feedback that students
students experience in an online environment.

that will focus on reading

a college degree, thus

be supported by structuring activities to lead

and math skills in the

reducing costs and time

to success. Even personality traits can be

to completion if they

cultivated through modeling, reinforcement, and

actually do attend.

discussion.

These benefits are

All of these possibilities seemed to point

only realized, though, if

toward the need for a mentor, who could guide

students are successful

and coach the students through their online

in the courses. Reflecting

experience. Could providing such a mentor

on Waubun’s dual credit

measurably increase the success of minority

program, I wondered

and first-generation high-school completers in

if there was a way to

an online environment?

coming year. It is because
of the master’s program
that many of us have the
confidence and skills
to research, apply, and
evaluate new methods.
When I was first

I thought that the mentor
group would experience
less social isolation and
more feedback, resulting
in more satisfaction with
the only course experience
and greater retention in
the online program.

approached to join the
cohort, I did not believe
that it was the best approach for me and my

predict students’ success in this type of

career goals. I see now as I am completing my

environment. Based on my experience as a

specialist degree in Educational Leadership

teacher involved in the online program since its

that the experiences I had in the cohort were

inception, I knew that one major predictor of

In reviewing the existing literature related to this

vastly superior to a completely online program

success is students’ self-regulation skills—that

topic, I found a number of studies to serve as

or to one that I would have embarked on

is, their ability to manage and monitor their own

both a guide and point of comparison with my

all upon my own. The mutual support, the

learning. Another predictor is a sense of self-

own research. Bandura and Cervone (1983), for

collegiality, the quality of instructors, and the

efficacy—the belief that one can reach goals

example, found that personal standards affect

focus of the program on reform measures,

set for oneself. Also helpful for success in

how much effort students make to reach their
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goals. Goals alone do not make a difference,

Kim (2003) concluded that gender does have

were not any more likely to begin academic

even when students receive feedback on

an effect on performance in online courses,

tasks in a timely manner. To the contrary,

their performance. However, when personal

with females showing statistically significant

the Wolters (2003) found that the degree to

standards are present, motivation increases.

improvements in learning over male students.

which students procrastinated appeared

They noted that female students were more

to be determined by two competing belief

Standards, I reflected, must be linked to self-

likely to report an extrinsic motivator as the

systems: self-efficacy (belief in the likelihood

efficacy—how can you believe in yourself if

reason for learning such as clear instructional

of success) and a work-avoidance mindset

there is no target for you to live up to? Many

methods and ability to use the learned material

reflecting students’ judgment about how

researchers have found links between self-

in a meaningful way. Males, by contrast,

much effort would be required to achieve

efficacy beliefs and academic performance.

reported high interest and personal motivation

the goal. It was the work-avoidance mindset

For example, Bouffard-Bouchard, Larivee, and

as the reasons for learning. Not surprisingly, the

that Wolters found to be the most important

Parent (1991) found that self-efficacy influences

authors also reported that the number of hours

influence on procrastination. Work avoidance

self-regulation. Regardless of cognitive ability,

employed had an inverse relationship with the

seemed to support my belief that personality

those students with lower self-efficacy tend to

degree of learning.

traits influence achievement, particularly in an
online environment. Schniederjans and Kim

reject more correct answers than those with more
positive perceptions of their abilities. Students’

In a study of 449 sixth graders, Dresel and

(2005) reinforced this belief, reporting that the

belief in their own capacity, the researchers

Haugwitz (2005) confirmed the motivational

four personality traits of conscientiousness,

surmise, may play a larger role in self-regulatory

differences between male and female students

openness to experiences, emotional stability,

behavior than their cognitive ability.

in online learning. They also found gender-

and agreeableness are highly correlated with

specific patterns in self-regulation strategies.

student achievement in a total web-based

Bell (2007) and Klomegah (2007) both

Males with high academic confidence levels

learning environment.

confirmed the importance of self-efficacy as

reported using a lower number of self-regulating

a major predictor of student outcomes and

strategies than females with similar confidence

Practical classroom implications of research

concluded that educators should try to ensure

levels. In addition, the lower the academic

evidence

that students entering college exhibit these

confidence level in the student, the more

characteristics. Whipp and Chiarelli (2004)

self-regulating strategies the student used, a

Since self-regulation is result of both a mindset

demonstrated that many conventional self-

conclusion that seemed to conflict with some of

(self-efficacy) and a set of behaviors, one must

regulatory strategies are helpful in web-based

the other research on the relationship between

ask if these behaviors and attitudes can be

courses, but also that students also made a

self-efficacy and self-regulatory behavior.

taught, and if so, how?

Wolters (2003) also investigated the relationship

At Waubun High School, enrollment in online

between motivation, self-efficacy and self-

dual-credit courses is selective. Students who

Based on the very different responses I’d

regulation. Time management is vital to success

are given permission to take these courses

observed in male and female students in online

in an online class, and Wolters found that even

have usually shown that they can succeed in a

learning, I wondered if gender was a factor or

students who had intrinsic motivations such as

traditional high school classroom. Nevertheless,

more of a factor in this environment. Lim and

a desire to learn or increase their competence

these students experience frustration in the

number of adaptations to those strategies that
are unique to the online environment.
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online environment, with its different

Since struggling learners need feedback more

when they used online bulletin boards to

instructional procedures and the higher

often, it was not surprising that web-based

communicate, but also that lower-ability

expectations associated with college-level

learning environments that had access to tutors

students used this means of communication

work. Faced with these challenges, students

were rated as the most satisfying by students

less frequently.

may experience a decrease in self-efficacy,

(Steffens, 2006). One explanation for this might

and like other struggling students, require more

be that this method offered more opportunities

As is evident from this research, both high- and

active support in the form of more explicit

for interaction, feedback, and self-monitoring. A

lower-achieving students encounter challenges

feedback, more verbal persuasion, and more

study by Martin and Treves (2007) also surveyed

in taking online courses. The availability of

positive comments about their competence.

student responses to online classes and found

on-site support has been shown to improve

They may also need to have skills modeled to

that the lack of face-to-face support hindered

outcomes. Based on this evidence, it appeared

them, as well as to learn by watching others

their enjoyment of the class. Likewise O’Dwyer,

that providing mentoring support for Waubun

(Margolis, 2005). According to Corno, Collins

Carey, & Kleiman (2007) examined the impact

students taking online courses would be

and Capper (1982), students need to be

of the Louisiana Algebra I Online initiative on

helpful. The literature on mentoring of students

shown how to encourage themselves and that

student outcomes. The authors concluded that

of color provided further support for this idea.

these behaviors are broken into five steps: 1.

online algebra courses were most effective

Santos and Reigadas (2000) found that mentors

Figure out what needs to be done. 2. Decide

when web-based instruction by a certified

provided to 32 Latino students at risk helped

what is the most important. 3. Use what is

teacher was supplemented by an onsite aide

their mentees adjust to college by providing

already known. 4. Make a plan. 5. Check and

available to assist in the classroom.

emotional support and access to resources and

encourage oneself.

information. As a result, students experienced
In addition to onsite support, course design

growth in self-efficacy and academic goals.

All of these methods are usually not available

also affects on course satisfaction and student

Likewise Strayhorn and Terrell (2007) found that

or limited in their scope in a totally web-based

engagement. Swan (2001) reported that

assigning faculty members as mentors to Black

environment. Indeed, struggling learners may

students found courses that utilized peer

students also increased their satisfaction with the

need to be taught self-regulating behaviors.

to peer discussion and frequent feedback

college experience. However, the mentor-mentee

Students who are struggling in the isolation

and online presence by the instructor more

relationship must be based on and organized

of a totally web-based environment may not

satisfying than courses that utilized the course

around meaningful activities such as research.

have the visual cues to place these behaviors

platform for mostly information giving. Su,

Informal mentor-mentee relationships were not

in motion. Chang (2005) found that asking

Bonk, Magjunka, Liu, and Lee (2005) concluded

found to have a significant impact on student

students in an online class to keep a learning

that learner-instructor interaction and

retention. The study conducted by Ayalon (2007)

log of activities helped in reflection and planning

learner-learner interaction are key to student

regarding the mentoring of poor, urban minority

of future study activities. As a result, intrinsic

satisfaction, although they also pointed out

youth found that mentors were able to build

goal motivations improved and students

that some students may not enjoy high levels

close relationships with students and that this

preferred to take on more challenging activities.

of interaction due to personality differences.

relationship helped the students prepare for high

More importantly, students began to believe

Hoskins and van Hooff (2005) added further

stakes testing.

that their learning outcomes were dependent on

nuance to this finding, demonstrating that

their own efforts.

achievement increased for high-ability students
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mentoring support in Fall 2008 for a group of

Conducting the study

received planners in different formats, and were
encouraged to select the one that best help

students who were either taking an online course
for the first time or had taken one previously

The student sample was divided into two

them manage their time. The students were

with limited success. Results for this group

groups. Group 1 consisted of four students who

also taught how to use online databases, how

would be compared with a second group, who

had never enrolled in an online course before.

and when to cite sources, and how to use APA

did not receive support from a mentor. For my

Only one of these students was admitted

or Chicago citation style correctly, depending

study, I planned to collect data on results for the

to the program based on standardized test

on course requirements. They received explicit

two groups to see if the mentoring intervention

scores; the others were admitted through

instruction in the writing of forum postings,

yielded significantly better outcomes.

alternative means, such as class rank, GPA,

with the mentor available as sounding board

and administrative recommendation. Group 2

and proofreader. The students also had weekly

included three students who had taken online

planning sessions with the mentor to prepare

courses before. Both groups were assessed

for the upcoming week. A weekly schedule

through the Motivated Strategies for Learning

was posted on the whiteboard in the mentor’s

Research questions
The study addressed three questions:

Questionnaire (MSQL) and Epistemological

classroom in grid format, and the students were

have never taken an online course

Beliefs Survey (EB) surveys to gauge initial

required to update their schedule each week. In

increase their satisfaction with the

levels of self-regulating behavior and attitudes

addition, the mentor kept copies of course syllabi

course and promote retention in the

towards learning.

and the course schedule for these students.

1. Will providing a mentor to students who

online program?

The three students in group 2 were not required

Group 1 was scheduled in the researcher’s

to provide to provide this material. However,

be successful in an online course be

classroom during the school day, which was a

to ensure equitable treatment, they were given

taught?

departure from past practice. They had access

access to planners and the calendar options.

2. Can self-regulating behaviors needed to

3. Are certain types of courses more

to computers and the Internet. Two students

conducive to an online environment than

were scheduled together at one time and the

Data were collected in a number of ways.

others?

other two at another. Students in Group 2 were

First, the MSQL and EB surveys were given

scheduled in the Media Center, with the school

within the first week of the semester. These are

I thought that the mentor group would

principal providing nominal supervision. One

Likert-scale instruments designed to gauge a

experience less social isolation and more

of the three students, however, opted to spend

student’s initial level of self-regulation and self-

feedback, resulting in more satisfaction with the

most of the time allocated for the course in the

efficacy. An observation journal was kept by the

online course experience and greater retention

researcher’s classroom.

researcher to reflect upon occurrences in the

in the online program. In addition, I thought that

classroom throughout the semester. Student

this group would experience an increase in self-

Group 1 received active mentoring. For

grades were collected biweekly from the online

regulation and self-efficacy, which would lead

example, the researcher introduced a number of

course site. Lastly, students in both groups

to higher overall grades. Finally, I wanted to

interventions to teach self-regulating behaviors.

were given a poststudy survey to determine

discover if course selection had any impact on

Students received email accounts through the

their level of satisfaction with the course. This

the students’ online experience.

school and access to calendar features. They

survey was administered by a neutral third party

were taught how to use the software features,

to eliminate bias and to encourage honest
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answers from the participants.

the high school during their junior year must

high in the category of test anxiety. As a result,

have a minimum cumulative grade point

the mentor targeted interventions such as study

Data from the MSQL and EB surveys was

average of 3.2. Students who take online

skill methods and modeled test preparation

statistically analyzed to see if there is any

college courses in the high school during their

coping skills. For example, the mentor would

significance between the answers of the

senior year must have a minimum cumulative

have students read the weekly assignment

intervention group and the control group.

grade point average of 2.8. Based on these

posted online, ask them what parts of the

Qualitative data were

criteria, only two of the

chapter they thought they needed to study and

used from the journals to

seven students in the

why, and probe how and when they planned to

online program qualified

study. Based on this conversation, the mentor

through entrance exam

offered advice about study strategies.

lend additional support to
the quantitative analysis.
Grades from the courses
were used to triangulate
the findings from the
journals and the surveys.
It was hypothesized that

All students in the survey
indicated a strong
correlation between
effort and achievement.
All students believed that
innate ability had little to
do with achievement.

the intervention group
would experience less social isolation and

scores. However, all
exceeded the required

The two students who ended up earning the

GPA and the remaining

lowest grades also scored low on the MSLQ

five students were

for organization and time management. Their

admitted to the program

response indicated that they believed that they

based on GPA and

could get by with only a moderate level of effort.

administrative recommendation.

As a result, daily check-ins were implemented

more feedback, resulting in more satisfaction

with these two students. They were required

with the online course experience and greater

The EBI was given to the students to discover

to write out their weekly plan of study for the

retention in the online program. It was also

their closely held beliefs regarding self-efficacy.

mentor and the mentor also read the weekly

hypothesized that the intervention group would

All students in the survey indicated a strong

assignment in order to provide timely guidance.

experience an increase in self-regulation and

correlation between effort and achievement.

self-efficacy, which would lead to higher overall

All students believed that innate ability had

Unfortunately, these two students also faced

grades.

little to do with achievement. In the mentored

significant obstacles at the beginning of their

group, three of the four students indicated a

course. One received the wrong textbook

preference for simple knowledge, while two of

from the college, forcing the students to

the three nonmentored students indicated a

share a book for the first week. The resulting

Data was collected from the Epistemological

preference for simple knowledge. These results

first assignment was not well done, and both

Beliefs Inventory (EBI) and the Motivational

in conjunction with personal knowledge of the

students struggled from the start of the course

Strategies for Learning Questionnaire (MSLQ).

students led the mentor to believe that most

to keep up. Feedback from the online professor

GPA and entrance exam scores were also

of the students would reach a frustration level

was also limited. While students were required

collected. Students needed a minimum

early when confronted with a difficult problem.

to post an item to a discussion forum, most of

Description of data

composite ACT score of 24, a minimum

the class work was independent note taking,

composite PLAN score of 24, or a minimum

The MSLQ results allowed the mentor to target

multiple choice or matching quizzes, and

Accuplacer reading score of 77.50. In addition,

specific intervention according to the needs of

independent lab work. Lab instructions were

students who take online college courses in

the student. Half of the mentored group scored

posted online, and the students were expected
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to complete the experiments in their kitchens

All students whose grades were higher than a

courses and that their grades for that course

at home. However, in one particular lab,

C indicated on their post survey that they did

were much higher than in one where no

the students were unable to complete

well on tests and discussion posts. Students

help was available. Although grades for the

the experiment successfully because the

indicated that if they received a poor grade,

mentored group were not as high as the mentor

experiment required a particular item that was

it was primarily due to forgetting to do the

would have liked to see, improvement to the

unavailable for the students due to their rural

assignment. Students whose grades were a D

management of the online program should

location. Without this key component, the

or lower indicated the primary reasons for their

increase those outcomes in the future.

students’ lab results were incorrect or absent.

poor grades were that they did poorly on tests,

This also had a direct negative effect on the

they did not understand the assignment, or they

Effects on retention were also positive. Five

students’ grade and their enthusiasm for the

could not get a lab assignment to work correctly.

out of the seven students reported that they

class, as reported on the postclass survey.

would take another online course and that they
Conclusions

would recommend online courses to peers.
Students also suggested that courses should

The two mentored students with the highest
grades both scored high on the MSLQ, indicating

Based on the evidence

their belief in a correlation between effort and

from the study, providing

results. Students 1 and 2, as I shall refer to

a mentor for online study

them, enrolled in the same social science class,

helped decrease students’

earned similar grades, but had quite different

anxiety. All four students

experiences with the course. Student 1 scored

in the mentored group

high in motivation, interest, time management,

indicated that having a

and effort. This student, while complying with

teacher available to them

the mentor’s requests for information, did not

made them feel more

seek help other than for technical questions

comfortable in taking the

regarding logging into the testing site. Student

course. As the nonmentored

2, however, sought help on multiple occasions

group had previous online

from the mentor on such topics as forum posting

experience, one could

quality, research paper formats, and using online

have hypothesized that

databases. Student 2 also exhibited the highest

their grade average would

initial anxiety towards taking an online college

have been significantly higher than that of

experience and that they expected to do better

course. Of the four students in the mentored

the mentored group. In fact, two students in

the next time.

group, this student exhibited the highest level

the nonmentored group indicated that a lack

of help-seeking behavior. This student also

of help and instructor feedback seriously

Results for promoting self-regulating behavior

developed a closer mentor-mentee relationship

impeded their grades and that having access

were mixed. Two students in the mentored

than the other three and rated the availability of

to a mentor could have improved their outcome

group were very receptive to suggestions made

the mentor as important to success in the course

significantly. They indicated that they did have

by the mentor for managing time and seeking

in the post-course survey.

one person act as a mentor for one of their

help. The other two students were not. This

be selected with care and

I see now as I am
completing my
specialist degree in
Educational Leadership
that the experiences
I had in the cohort
were vastly superior
to a completely online
program or to one that
I would have embarked
on all upon my own.

that time management
skills were crucial to doing
well in the class. Students
indicated that if they had
to repeat the experience,
they would have been
more disciplined. The fact
that most of the students
new to the online program
would attempt another
online course indicates that
they accepted outcomes
that in some cases were
disappointing as a learning
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may have been due to personality differences

study is needed in regard to the admissions

with mentor or to the students’ prior success

process for the online program at Waubun

in other classes, which could have led them to

High School, and whether admission through

dismiss the suggestions as unnecessary.

traditional or alternative means makes a
significant difference in grades. Based on the

One exogenous factor turned out to have an

results of this study, it is inconclusive whether

enormous impact on the results of the study:

GPA or test scores can predict success. Yet

course selection. Those courses that utilized

students admitted through alternative means

forum discussions, papers, and tests as their

do appear to require more intervention from the

primary methods of learning yielded higher

mentoring teacher.

grades than those that utilized labs and tests
as the primary method. In light of this result,

Based on these results, Waubun High School

it appears that initial advising plays a critical

has already made modifications to its online

role in supporting student success. As one

college course program. Students are placed

nonmentored student indicated, “Look at

with mentors those taking the same course are

some classes and see if they are suitable for

scheduled together. First-time college course

an online class or (if they) should be taken with

takers are advised to take social science and

a physical teacher present.” Another student

business courses, which rely primarily on

felt that some online courses would be better

forum postings and papers as the methods

taken in person if labs were a primary method,

of evaluation. Deadlines for enrollment and

reasoning that hands-on experience guided

other administrative activities are strictly

by a teacher allowed for more interaction and

enforced, which has led to a smooth start for

immediate feedback. Though not anticipated

new semesters. Mentors are provided with the

in the research design, this information will be

names and phone numbers of the professors

enormously useful in the future development of

and help desk staff at the colleges. None of

online learning at Waubun.

the seven students who participated in the
study has abandoned online study. Four have

Future considerations

graduated, and the other three reenrolled in the
program, at least maintaining their grades and

When results of the study were presented

in some cases significantly improving them.

to faculty and administrators, several key
findings were of particular interest. First, time
management skills and course type seemed
to be predicting factors for grade outcomes,
and these factors need to be taken into
consideration in program design. Second, more
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Implementing Guided Reading to Improve Fluency and
Comprehension of Students with Title I Learning Needs
Joan Refshaw - Waubun-Ogema-White Earth Community Schools

Reflections
When choosing an Action Research Project, the

resources that many of the students had not

fact that more than 90% of the students I work

received in the past.

with are of Native American descent was not a
factor in my decision making. However, the fact

My colleagues were an important element in my

that they are victims of generational poverty

success. I was team teaching with a 30-year

was a major consideration. As a Title I teacher,

veteran teacher at the time that I conducted

I knew I had to implement a plan to assist

my research. Being able to discuss what we

students in reaching the goal of reading at the

were doing and bounce ideas off of one another

expected grade level by the end of third grade.

was integral in the success of the project as we

I also knew that the traditional basal reader was

started out on this new path. There were also

not accomplishing that goal. A Framework for

three other teachers who were implementing

Understanding Poverty (Payne, 1996) became a

guided reading in our building. Even though

useful reference when deciding what resources

they were not analyzing the data as vigorously

my students needed.

as I was, they became irreplaceable resources
and support. Administration was also willing to

Although I was not able to provide all the

allow me to pilot the new program and helped

families with financial support, I was able to get

find resources to start a guided reading library.

the students the supplies they needed through
various programs to be successful students.

The cohort was made up of about 90% of

I could also provide emotional support,

teachers from the school district in which I am

accentuate mental abilities, support physical

employed. Having so many teachers from my

health, and provide a personal support system.

district in the same program made it easy to

Guided reading seemed to be a perfect fit to

have more than one critical friend as well as

meeting my goal because it provides these

discuss our unique situation. The whole picture

resources in and of itself. Students use their

became much clearer to me as to what is

own acquired mental skills to decode new

expected of my students as they move through

words. They count on personal experiences to

the grades when we would discuss issues in

relate to the text and discover meaning. Sharing

class. I have made professional bonds with

resources from within themselves builds trust

high school teachers that will last the rest of

and bonds with the other members of the

our careers. Without this cohort, I am certain

guided reading group, including the teacher.

that we would never have reached more than

Guided reading encourages students to be in

knowing one another’s name and teaching

engaged in their own education as they use

assignment.

a multitude of strategies and persevere when
facing a difficult task. The strategies that I

The staff at Minnesota State University

began to teach with guided reading provided

Moorhead (MSUM) did a fantastic job in
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choosing instructors that understood the issues

class of 16 students (6 girls and 10 boys)

approach. I was breaking precedent within

of generational poverty. However, sometimes I

who had been identified as eligible for Title

the district. I was not sure my colleague

think they even learned some new information

I services based on their performance on

would welcome this disruption of established

from the cohort. At the end of our first year

the Star Early Literacy Test, the AIMSweb

procedures, particularly in the last year of her

in the program, we learned that our program

Letter Naming Frequency test(LNF), and the

career. At the very least, it would take a great

advisor had resigned and taken a position

Developmental Reading Assessment (DRA).

deal of work for both of us to implement this

at another university. Although I for one was

This was a mixed first- and second-grade

pedagogy for the first time, particularly since

very disappointed, his replacement had had

class; the students were six and seven years

we already had the materials needed for the

previous experience in our school district as

old. I was designated as the second-grade

basal series. Just getting materials for guided

superintendent and the transition to a new

teacher; my colleague, a 30-year veteran who

reading would require considerable effort and

advisor proceeded very smoothly.

planned on retiring at the end of the year,

creativity.

taught first grade.
Without a doubt, my confidence as a teacher
has been boosted. I am much more comfortable

Based on my past

relying on my own observations, data, and

experience, not only

instincts to determine what skills my students

at Ogema but also

need to learn, than on that of textbooks authors

in other high-needs

who have no knowledge of my students.

schools in Mahnomen,
Minnesota, and

The primary grades
traditionally used a basal
reading series, the most
prominent alternative
to the guided reading
approach. I was breaking
precedent within the
district.

Despite these challenges,
I was confident that
guided reading would
produce gains in student
achievement. This
approach would allow
my colleague and me to

Several years ago when I graduated from

Rosebud, South

MSUM I had no desire to pursue an advanced

Dakota, I knew this

teach children at their

degree. Fortunately for me and my students, I

would be a challenging

was presented with the opportunity to obtain

year, and I wanted

my master’s degree without having to drive

to do more than merely survive it: I wanted

text authors who have no specific knowledge

75 miles to the nearest university and to have

to make a long-term difference in the future

about my students. When students are taught

the support of my colleagues as well. This was

educational trajectories of these children. I

at their own level, they see more success in

a deal that I could not pass up. I will never

decided to do so by implementing guided

reading fluency and comprehension. Based

regret earning my master’s degree through this

reading for the first time in a targeted Title I

on my teaching experience and available

program. Further, I encourage anyone who has

class.

material on the development reading

own instructional level
rather than the level
thought appropriate by

a similar opportunity to move forward with it.

comprehension and fluency skills of students

Education is an investment that no one can ever

Though guided reading has been established

who have reading needs, my belief was that

take from you.

for more than a decade as best practice in

the students would become motivated by their

early reading instruction, this was not a step

own reading success and apply what they

I took lightly. The primary grades traditionally

had learned in class to their reading activities,

used a basal reading series, the most

thereby significantly improving their level of

prominent alternative to the guided reading

performance.

Background of the project
In Fall 2008 I was assigned to team teach a
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Participation in the master’s program provided

and independent writing (Frey, Lee, Massengill,

a 3-column chart and asks students to direct

a perfect opportunity to test this belief.

Pass & Tollefson, 2005). Guided reading

how it is filled in. The K stands for information

Consulting with university faculty members, I

supports students before, during, and after

that the learners know prior to instruction or

found that implementation of guided reading

reading using leveled texts selected to match

reading. The W is what the children want or

would qualify as my culminating action research

the skill level of a small group of students

expect to learn about the subject. Finally the L,

project for the program. I would thus be able to

(Iaquinta, 2006). The goal of guided reading

which is completed after reading, is what the

satisfy the academic requirements of a master’s

is to help students develop

degree while also meeting my students’ needs.

skills and strategies that

Embedding the initiative in graduate study

enable them to engage

would strengthen my own knowledge and ability

in literacy activities

to implement guided reading successfully. First,

independently (Massengil,

I would have to explain how this approach works

2003). The threeimportant

and the research that supports it at a level that

aspects of guided reading

would be understood by my fellow graduate

are small group lessons,

students, many of whom had no background in

running records, and centers (Fountas &

unfamiliar words or passages in the text.

reading instruction. The results of this effort are

Pinnell, 1996).

Graphophonemic cues involve letter-sound

students learned through the

Twelve of 16 students
(75% of the class)
achieved higher
gains after the guided
reading period.

instruction or reading (Craft,
Hazza & Gupta, 2006).
During reading, the teacher
guides students by helping
them identify different kinds of
cues that help them decode

relations and invite students to rely on their

summarized in the next section. Figuring out
how to summarize guided reading in clear and

The teacher begins by selecting a text for a

knowledge of phonetic rules to decode words

accessible language also helped me explain it

specific group of students and then planning

they don’t recognize by sight. Semantic cues

more clearly to my teaching partner and was

how it will be introduced and developing

help students decide if their interpretation

undoubtedly helpful in obtaining her support.

follow-up activities to consolidate and extend

fits in with the meaning of the sentence and

The second way in which the context of graduate

student learning (Avalos, Chavez, Plasencia &

surrounding text. Syntactic cues focus on

study was helpful was that I would be required

Rascon, 2007). Research by Laquinta (2006)

grammatical structures, requiring students to

to collect data on the results of implementation.

found that strategies for introducing the text,

evaluate whether they have selected the right

This data would serve as evidence of the benefit

methods used to teach new vocabulary,

part of speech and if the word as they have

of the guided reading approach, and also help

development of student prediction skills

used it fits in with the sentence structure.

me fine-tune implementation to achieve better

during the reading process, and collection of

Besides these word-specific cues, the teacher

results in the future.

student data by the teacher are all factors that

may also call attention to other features of the

contribute to the improvement of students’

text, such as capitalization, punctuation, or

Guided reading: A brief introduction

reading skills.

italics, to help them make sense of what they

Guided reading was first introduced in New

Prereading strategies are a major component

of these cues, the teacher models self-talk,

Zealand and has spread to several other

of any guided reading lesson. A written activity

as if it were he or she decoding the text, and

countries (Dymock, 1998). It is a component of

such as a KWL chart is a common example.

then guides the student in applying the same

a balanced literacy program that also includes

Using an easel and chart paper, or whatever

reasoning, with the ultimate goal of getting

read alouds, independent reading, and shared

other apparatus is available, the teacher makes

them to the point where they use these

are reading. In coaching students to make use
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strategies independently (Kouri, Selle & Riley,

A third essential element of a guided reading

(Guastello & Lentz, to do with the remainder

2006).

program is data collection. The teacher must

of the class while conducting guided reading

constantly evaluate students to determine

groups or assessing individual students. The

Follow-up activities are also an important

where additional instruction is needed and

third element of guided reading program,

feature of guided reading instruction. After

when students are ready for additional

literacy centers, addresses this management

reading, students are encouraged to review

challenges (Massengil, 2003). Running records,

challenge. Literacy centers provide

the text to check their

a tool for measuring oral

materials and activities for students to work

predictions and delve into

reading accuracy and

independently or in small groups without the

comprehension, is a vital

teacher’s supervision. These can be permanent

element of this process.

areas in the classroom that are specifically

The student is asked to

designed for certain activities, or they can be

read apassage aloud.

“portable kidstations” (Guastello & Lentz, 2005,

On a separate copy

p. 146). The way learning areas are set up in the

of the text, theteacher

classroom is not as important as having clear

notes each error and

directions of the activities, materials readily

scholars question whether

whether it is recognized

available, and a sample for the children to refer

comprehension can be

and corrected. After oral

to if they have difficulty (Guastello & Lentz,

the deeper meaning. The
students are guided as
they connect words and
meanings and discuss the
strategies used to discover
those meanings (Iaquinta,
2006). Although some

My colleagues were an
important element in
my success. I was team
teaching with a 30-year
veteran teacher at the
time that I conducted
my research.

taught, there is wide agreement in the field

reading is complete, the student is asked

that a number of more focused skills that

to retell the passage and answer questions

contribute to comprehension can indeed be

about its meaning. The resulting scores for

Effective implementation of centers requires

taught: for example, making connections

accuracy and comprehension enable the

excellent management skills on the part of

to one’s own experiences, mental imaging,

teacher to determine whether the passage is

the teacher and adequate motivation and

inferring, retelling, determining importance,

at the student’s frustration, instructional, or

self-management skills on the part of the

and self monitoring (Ketch, 2005). Oral

mastery level (Ross, 2004). Some scholars

student. To prepare students to use the centers

questioning is yet another strategy teachers

have expressed concern about the reliability of

properly, teachers must be very clear about

use to prompt students to share the pictures

running records. Research suggests that if the

their expectations and must carefully model

they have acquired in their heads during

data is collected correctly and with sufficient

and cultivate cooperation, self-responsibility,

reading (Brabham & Villaume,

frequency, running records are quite reliable

and on-task behavior (Ford & Opitz, 2002).

				

and provide an accurate picture of student

Developing rules and procedures cooperatively

(cont.)2001). By modeling how to use the

performance and progress (Fawson, Ludlow,

and posting lists as reminders will help students

resources within themselves, as well as

Reutzel, Sudweeks & Smith, 2006). Less

internalize them. Teaching the students howto

within the text, teachers promote the ability

frequent assessment, by contrast, may provide

use technology, such as computers, tape

to gain and maintain meaning from the text.

misleading results (Conderman & Strobel,

recorders, and overhead projectors, will limit

Thus, teachers help students become more

2006, p.37).

interruptions later, when the teacher is involved

confident and independent readers (Box,
2002).

2005; Fountas & Pinnell, 1996).

in guided reading sessions 2005). Organization
Another concern among teachers is what
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them organized helps to ensure students work

second-grade classroom, and in doing so to

by STAR Early Literacy, a computerized

efficiently and maintain focus (Ford & Opitz,

answer these questions:

criterion-reference test of early reading skills

2002).
Guided reading can help struggling readers
accelerate their reading performance in
fluency and comprehension. Running records

1. Will guided reading accelerate the

designed for grades K-2. The test is not

learning of Title I students so that they

normed, but rather is intended as a diagnostic

are reading at grade level by the end of

tool to target instruction to specific skill

third grade?

areas. Students are assessed across seven

2. Will children learn the basic skills of

domains of literacy knowledge: general

and centers are essential tools to use when

reading from a guided reading and

readiness, graphophonemic knowledge,

implementing guided reading in order to have

centers based curriculum?

phonemic awareness, comprehension, phonics,

a smooth-flowing and beneficial program.

3. What can I do to insure that students are

vocabulary, and structural analysis. The

When using a guided reading program, the

using their time wisely in centers and not

student report provides diagnostic data on 42

teacher needs to be knowledgeable about

just going through the motions?

specific skill areas within these domains—for
example, the domain of vocabulary includes the

the reading process and must use that
knowledge to guide the students through

During the first quarter of the year, the students

specific skills of matching words with pictures,

leveled texts. The teacher must know how

were taught using the basal program. During

recognizing synonyms, and recognizing

to gather data from the students, using

the second quarter of the year, the guided

antonyms.

running records to makedecisions about

reading program was used. My colleague and

the students’ performance, and how to use

I introduced guided reading group lessons,

Students’ overall progress is reported on ascale

centers to manage the remaining students in

running records, and literacy centers for all

score, ranging from 300-900. The scale score is

the classroom. It is important to remember to

our students. Throughout the initiative, we

not normalized, but is constructed to represent

balance the instruction with class activities

collected data on student performance through

literacy development across the primary grade

such as read alouds, shared writing, and

running records and also through commercial

years, with a score of 500 corresponding to

independent reading and writing. According

assessments, including STAR Early Literacy, the

five years of age and 800 to eight years. Each

to the research in this area, if the teacher

AIMSWeb Letter Naming Frequency test, and

year of chronological age is equivalent to 100

implements all aspects of guided reading

the Developmental Reading Assessment. After

points on the scale. A range of scores has

and addresses all areas of balanced literacy,

compiling data for two quarters, we analyzed

been identified for each of the states of early

students’ progress accelerates and struggling

the results, comparing students’ growth for the

reading development: emergent readers (> 675),

readers can become successful readers (Ford

first period, when the basal reading program

transitional readers (675-774), and probable

& Opitz, 2002).

was used, and the second period, when guided

readers (≥ 775).

reading was implemented.
Implementation of guided reading in our
Title I classroom

The test is widely respected as a time-effective,
The effects of guided reading on student

cost-effective, and reasonably accurate

reading skills

measure of early reading skills. Validity studies
show a strong correlation of scale scores

The goal of this study was to implement
guided reading to improve the fluency and

The most important and reliable evidence of

with chronological age and grade level and a

comprehension of the students in our first- and

growth in student reading skills was provided

moderate to strong correlation with other
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literacy tests, such as DIBELS, the Gates
MacGinitie Reading Test, the Texas Primary
Reading Inventory, and the Michigan Literacy
Progress Profile. START Early Literacy scale
scores thus provide the best evidence of
student progress during the four months of the
project.
The test was administered three times during
the project: at the outset on September 9, 10,
and 11; at the conclusion of the period of basal
reading instruction, on November 30; and finally
on January 31, after approximately two months
of guiding reading instruction.
As indicated in Table 1, scale scores showed
that student learning was modest in Period 1,
with an average gain of 36 points or slightly
more than a third of a chronological year. Over
the next period, however, scores increased
dramatically, with a mean gain of 113 points—
more than a full chronological year, and slightly
more than three times the gain in the earlier
General Readiness to 20 points in Structural

uniform for all 16 students. Table 2 shows

Awareness. As might be expected, the range

the variability of scale scores, potentially

Domain proficiency scores showed a similar

of the gains (9 points vs. 1 point) was much

reflecting the limitations of the reliability

acceleration. These scores are not correlated

larger for the guided reading period. The greater

of the test. Seven students, nearly half

with age or grade level, but rather are

range no doubt reflected teachers’ ability to

the class, actuallyscored lower after basal

calculated as a prediction or percentage of

tailor instruction to students’ specific areas of

readinginstruction, and one student scored

correct answers a student will give to all the

need. The distribution of gains, with the largest

lower after guided reading.

test items in that domain. As shown in Table

occurring in the domain where students scored

1, students on average gained between 5 and

lowest, suggests that teachers made good use

Across the student population, however, the

6 points per domain area during the period of

of the opportunity to focus instruction on the

individual scale scores confirmed the higher gains

basal reading instruction; after guided reading,

needs of individual students.

reflected in mean scores. Twelve of 16 students

period.

the average gain was between two and three
times as much, ranging from 11 points in

(75% of the class) achieved higher gains after the

As would also be expected, gains were not
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completeness and also to show the complexity
of the different data sets teachers have to
manage and the lack of clarity that can result if
they are not properly interpreted.
The first of these additional assessments
was the AIMSweb Letter Naming Frequency
test (LNF), a test administered orally by the
teacher and scored based on the number
of letters students can name correctly in3second intervals (Harcourt School Publishers,
2002).Table 3 summarizes the results for
this assessment. The data show greater
improvement during the first quarter than the
second, with an average gain of 22.69 points
and 1.75 points respectively, suggesting that
in this area, the basal reading approach yields
greater gains.
These scores, however, do not show that
students actually learned more then; The
LNF focuses exclusively on letter recognition,
completely ignoring six of the seven
cells in the last two columns, nine students

mean scores for the class support the greater

domains covered by STAR Early Literacy

(more than half) raised their scores by 100 points

efficacy of guided reading, even when

and only partially covering the one domain it

or more during this period, the equivalent of a

implemented for the first time with limited

addresses—Graphophonemic Knowledge.

chronological year; only two students did so

access to needed materials.

STAR Early Literacy includes five specific skills

following basal reading instruction.

in this domain: matching upper- and lowerIn addition to STAR Early Literacy, we also

case letters, recognizing alphabetic sequence,

The shaded cells in the first three columns show

administered two other criterion-referenced

naming letters, recognizing letter sounds, and

a similar pattern: Only one met the highest level

assessments on approximately the same

using alphabetic order. LNF addresses only one

of proficiency in September, qualifying as a

schedule to measure growth over the two

of these. The decreased gain in the assessment

“probable reader” ready for more challenging

periods. The evidence provided by these two

during Period 2 probably reflects an intensive

material. None did so in November. In January,

assessments, however, was considerably

instructional focus on more advanced skills

six students achieved that status. Clearly, the

weaker than STAR Early Literacy results. I

such as decoding and comprehension.

test scores of individual students as well as the

present the data here for the sake of
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The final assessment administered during
this period was the Developmental Reading
Assessment (DRA), a teacher-administered
assessment designed to identify a student’s
instructional and independent reading
levels based on oral reading fluency and
comprehension (Beavers, 1997). Like running
records, the DRA relies student oral reading
and comprehension questions. Scores are
aligned with a set of leveled readers, but are not
normed or systematically correlated with age
and grade level. Data for student progress is
presented in Table 4.
As in the case of STAR Early Literacy results,
the class as a whole appears to have made
greater progress during Period 2 and Period
1, with a mean increase of 4.8 levels in the
former vs. 2.9 levels in the latter. This data
are misleading,however, because only nine

of 16 students actually made more progress
in Period 2 than in Period 1: The mean was
skewed by the performance of four students
who progressed a total of 52 levels. If their

able to assign our students functional grade

may reflect gains in achievement ranging from

scores are removed, the rest of the class

levels at the start of the school year and

minuscule to very substantial. Moreover, even if

actually increased by a higher number of levels

again at the ends of Periods 1 and 2. This

a narrower interval were available, this measure

in Period 1. In any case, the test authors do not

data is presented in Table 5. Based on these

would still be extremely imprecise; the DRA

claim that the levels comprise an equal-interval

assignments, six students advanced one grade

is designed as an aid in planning instruction,

scale, so the number of levels gained is not a

level each during Period 1 for a total gain of six

not to provide precise measures of student

meaningful measure of progress.

grade levels, while the total gain for Period 2

performance. While we have found the DRA

was nine grade levels.

leveled materials useful, the data in Table 5 at
most show that students are making progress

Although the intervals between levels do
not provide a means to compare the rate of

Here again, though, caution must be exercised

but collectively remain considerably below the

progress, the leveled readers can be scored

in making inferences about the rate of progress.

level of performance of age peers.

using readability formulas and aligned with

Although grade levels are equal intervals, the

grade levels. Based on these scores, we were

transition from one grade level to the next
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Conclusion

four or five students, the children are better

unknown words to them. The students’ attitude

able to discuss what they are reading and

toward reading has improved. This has in turn

This study suggests that guided reading does

make personal connections to the text. The

has improved classroom behavior and student/

in fact accelerate the reading ability of Title I

conversations I am having with the students

teacher relationships.

students at a greater rate than basal reader

involve much more high level thinking than we

instruction. Although the data from the DRA

had while discussing the basal stories. The

Based on accelerated student achievement

and the AIMSweb LNF test are inconclusive,

students are excited to delve into the deeper

and an enhanced classroom environment, it

the results of STAR Early Literacy clearly

meaning of what they are reading. I am also

is my plan to continue teaching my students

demonstrate the efficacy of this approach.

able to introduce more nonfiction to the children

using guided reading as a component of my

through guided reading which stretches their

reading program. The initial challenge will be

Other evidence supports the usefulness of

knowledge of science and social studies

to obtain materials needed for more robust

guided reading as an instructional model. I have

concepts, as well as their reading skills. The

implementation. I will need to gather more

always tried to make personal connections

students are now much more actively involved

leveled texts to use in the classroom through

with my students. However, after implementing

in their own education and depend more upon

requisitions, acquiring grants and charitable

guided reading, I am convinced that these

using reading strategies to decode new words,

donations. As I surf the Internet, I will be able to

bonds have been strengthened. In groups of

rather than depending on me to provide the

gain ideas in order to implement more literacy
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centers that actively engage students who are
not involved in guided reading groups.
I also hope to extend and consolidate the use
of guided reading among other teachers. One
way to do this is to share my research with the
Board of Education. It is my hope that they
would see the progress my students have made
and adopt and implement guided reading as
part of the accepted reading curriculum in all
classrooms, kindergarten through third grade.
My work on the master’s project will enable to
serve as a mentor for teachers who have no
background in guided reading and to assist in
planning staff development in this area.
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Caring for Daisy: Effects of a Classroom Cat on Students’
Prosocial Behaviors
Dawn M. Peterson - Red Lake School District

Reflections
This master’s program has made me more

2008. The Washington Post reports in 2005 that

aware of the methods I choose to employ in

students from this reservation perform lower

my classroom and the results of those chosen

than American Indian students anywhere else in

methods. I look for opportunities to adapt my

the state (Hedgpeth, 2005). On the eighth grade

practices to the many learning styles of the

Basic Skills Test in 2005, the passing rate for

students. I have become more deliberate in my

students from this reservation was 40% lower

instruction. I have a clear goal in mind and have

than other Indian students in the state. District

learned to reflect upon my instruction. I can

officials claimed that geographic isolation,

better judge what works and what does not.

widespread poverty, and a lack of commitment

The Curriculum & Instruction master’s degree

to education by some parents were the reasons

program has taught me to involve the students

for this low performance. At this time, nearly

in the reflection process in order to assess what

one-third of reservation teens were neither in

is working and what needs to be improved. I

school, employed, or looking for employment

am more flexible and able to use the students’

(Hedgpeth, 2005). American Indians are the

reflections to plan the next lesson. I work in a

poorest ethnic group in the nation and are twice

challenging learning environment which requires

as likely to be involved in violent crime than are

me to utilize every available resource in order

Blacks, and two and a half times more likely

to provide a safe and productive classroom.

than Whites. Young American Indian adults are

This program has been an invaluable resource

three times as likely to die before the age of 25

and has helped me maintain the high standards

than the general population (Hedgpeth, 2005).

needed to lead my learning community.
Like the broader American Indian population,
Challenges of teaching on a closed

the residents of the reservation where I

reservation

teach face widespread problems of poverty,
violence, unemployment, gangs, and drug

I teach on an American Indian Reservation

and alcohol abuse. Many students are being

in northern Minnesota. It consists of

raised by grandparents, relatives, or foster

approximately 850 people and is geographically

families. A disproportionate number of these

isolated. According to the United States

caregivers were themselves raised in similar

Census Bureau and tribal statistics, the town I

circumstances; consequently, they never had

teach in is 99.2% American Indian and has an

a chance to develop parenting skills. Children

unemployment rate of nearly 70%. Sixty-five

are often left to fend for themselves. Cultural

percent of the people are under the age of 18.

tradition here reinforces this pattern: Many

Poverty is widespread. Nearly 150 students

believe that children should not be told what to

enrolled in kindergarten in 2008, yet only 37

do nor be too closely supervised. Children are

students graduated from the high school in

left to freely explore and “learn from their
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mistakes,” as elders will explain. While

the relevant dispositions and habits of social

comments whenever another student speaks

children do indeed need freedom, the lack

interaction. They are not habituated to listen

up in class, and there were frequent physical

of supervision becomes problematic when

to others’ perspectives, collaborate to solve

confrontations, particularly among boys.

children are exposed to adult violence and

problems, or apologize for transgression. Their

Responding to disruptive behavior consumes

domestic abuse. Many of my students speak of

hostility and volatile temperament frequently

an inordinate amount of class time, leaving less

these experiences as a normal part of life and a

lead to rejection by peers. In numerous

time for instruction. As I progressed through

passage into adulthood.

studies, peer rejection is directly associated

the master’s program, I was acutely aware that

with later, individual maladjustments such

the atmosphere of the classroom was being

Unfortunately, these children do learn from their

as learning difficulties, poor academic

compromised. My classroom was no longer a

own mistakes, as well as from those of family

achievement, loneliness, and depressive

safe environment for learning and expressing

members and neighbors,

symptoms in childhood

but not in the way elders

(Zimmer-Gembeck,

may be hoping. Experts in
child development agree
that aggression is a learned
behavior that will escalate
unless treated. Children
learn aggression from their
families and from television
and videos (Marion, 1999).

The syndrome of
aggressive behavior, peer
rejection, depression,
and low academic
achievement has been
glaringly evident in my
school and sixth-grade
classroom.

Children witness violent

ideas. What could I do?

2005). Peer rejection is

As a lead teacher in my school and district, I

also linked to mental

have had extensive training and piloted many

health problems and

new programs in an effort to improve both

criminality in adolescence

social and academic outcomes for my students.

and adulthood (Zimmer-

I could see firsthand what worked and did

Gembeck, Geiger & Crick,

not work for my students. Nothing has been

2005). Relationships

as successful in improving the learning of my

among children and

students as introducing Daisy, an orange and

status in the peer

white short-haired cat, into my classroom. As

or aggressive behavior in the community, at

group are important for social and emotional

part of the requirements for my master’s degree

home, on television, and in school, and some

development. There is an established

program, I conducted an action research project

of them emulate this behavior with aggressive

link between prosocial behavior and peer

to carefully study and document the impact that

responses to family members, peers, and even

acceptance (Zimmer-Gembeck, 2005).

Daisy has had on my students’ performance.

teachers. Some students become habituated

This article tells the story of why and how I

to this behavior, which will then continue until

The syndrome of aggressive behavior, peer

brought Daisy into my classroom and how her

another behavioral model is introduced and

rejection, depression, and low academic

presence affected my students and the learning

enforced (Sprinkle, 2008).

achievement has been glaringly evident in

environment that we share.

my school and sixth-grade classroom. The
Children who display aggressive behavior often

symptoms of this problem could be observed

Previous research on the use of animals to

lack skills that, from the teachers’ perspective

when students exhibit a lack of self-control

promote human well-being

at least, are important to academic success,

which is often displayed through acts of

social development, and future life prospects.

aggression. Students verbally abuse each

Research shows that animals have been used to

They are unable to resolve conflicts peacefully

other several times throughout the day. Certain

improve the physical, developmental and mental

because they have not been expected to learn

students call names and make negative

states of people for hundreds of years (Barker,
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1999). There seems to be two approaches to

is not intended as therapy. The calming effects

at ease while reading to a dog in order to

using animals to improve outcomes for children-

of interaction with animals have long played a

increase reading skills. The READ program in

-Animal Assisted Therapy (AAT) and Animal

role in many cultural traditions; more recently,

Utah is one of the most well-known programs

Assisted Activities (AAA). In AAT, animals are

they have been documented in a number of

and has served as a model for animal assisted

used in a formal program to help individuals

scientific studies, and in recent years AAA

reading programs in other states (Schultz,

suffering from emotional or physical illness or

have become popular in

injury (Schultz, 2006). Interventions of this type

institutions where stressis a

can be traced backto the 18th century when

concern—schools, nursing

hippotherapy, therapeutic horseback riding,

homes, and hospitals,

was used as a medical intervention to improve

for example (Pitts, 2005).

posture, joint disturbance, coordination, and

Interaction with animals has

basic balance (Barker, 1999). This approach

been shown to lower blood

is now used in counseling and is in a variety

pressure and triglyceride

of therapeutic institutions such as hospitals,

levels (Thigpen, Ellis, &

nursing homes, and psychiatric wards. Many

Smith, 2005), reducing anxiety, loneliness,

and Cormack (as cited in Thigpen, Ellis &

counselors have found that using an animal to

and depression and delaying the onset and

Smith, 2005) found that interacting with dogs

assist with therapy serves as a communication

decreases the severity of stress-related

encouraged cooperative interactions among

link between the counselor and patient. Nebbe

conditions (Wilson & Barker, 2003). Friedman,

children with severe learning disabilities and

(1991) found that the animal helps establish a

Katcher, Lynch & Thomas (1980) also found

helped them sustain focus. Interactions with

bond and allows the counselor to gain a sense

that patients recovering from heart problems

animals have also been shown to have positive

of trust and admiration from the patient. The

lived an average of one year longer if they

effects on memory, cooperation, problem-

animal promotes socialization and an optimistic

were pet owners (as cited in Thigpen, Ellis

solving, concentration, and attention. These

attitude towards oneself (Schultz, 2006). A

& Smith, 2005). Animals may also promote

interactions tend to increase engagement and

person can also increase the ability to feel

exercise (Wilson & Barker, 2003). Animals

decrease manipulative and abusive behaviors

and express feelings of love, attachment, and

can reduce the feeling of isolation, boredom,

in schools (Chandler, 2001). Interaction with

comfort (Pitts, 2005). Working with animals can

and loneliness which in turn helps to alleviate

animals also has a positive effect on the

promote socialization as well as a sense of self-

depression and boost self-esteem. A person’s

development of language and communication

worth (Schultz, 2006). Animals can also teach

mood will brighten and the person may even

skills (Thigpen, Ellis, & Smith, 2005).

anger control, tolerance, and coping methods in

feel important (Chandler, 2001).

2006). In one reading

Using an animal in
the classroom can
increase the prosocial
behaviors of students
and positively affect
learning.

stressful situations (Schultz, 2006).
Animal Assisted Activities, by contrast, are more

pilot, all of the children
involved improved their
reading at least two grade
levels over a 13-month
period, and some children
even improved by four
grade levels (Schultz,
2006). Limond, Bradshaw

Caring for animals may increase motivation for
Educational benefits of interaction with

learning (Thigpen, Ellis, & Smith, 2005). One of

animals

the most promising educational approaches

informal and usually involve volunteers sharing

involving animals integrates behavior change

their pets with others as a “social lubricant” or

One of the newest uses of animals is in school

and academics in a proactive way to alter

a distraction from stressors in order to produce

and library settings. Children with low self-

environments, teach skills, and support

positive results (Schultz, 2006). This approach

esteem or low reading abilities often feel more

positive behavior. This approach stresses
				

Thresholds								

				

(cont.)

Page 57

The classroom cat

teaching students to manage their own behavior

is its effect on prosocial development. Before

likely to be arrested for drug-related offenses,

with strategies such as self-talk (Thigpen,

beginning the present study, I had noticed a

and 3.5 times more likely to be arrested for

Ellis, & Smith, 2005). Cole (as cited in Thigpen,

link between animal abuse, domestic abuse

disorderly behavior (Barnes, Boat, Putnam,

Ellis, & Smith, 2005) stated that by interacting

directed at humans, and antisocial attitudes

Dates & Mahlman, 2006). One study

with animals, students will begin to think of

and behavior. I have often heard students

determined that the impact of watching the

themselves as competent learners. Children

share stories of violence toward people and

abuse of an animal at an early age on more

who learn how to care humanely for an animal

animals in their homes and in the community

than one occasion resulted in 30% of the

gain knowledge about the animal, develop

while showing little or no observable emotion.

participants also taking part in animal cruelty

motor and physical skills, practice appropriate

Research confirms the link between abuse of

(Henry, 2004). Of the participants that reported

discipline, and learn about responsibility, loyalty,

animals and other antisocial behaviors. Studies

watching a father or stepfather commit an

nurturance, and bonding (Chandler, 2001).

have shown that animal abusers are 5.3 times

act of animal abuse, 49% also participated

more likely to have a violent criminal record

in animal abuse (Henry, 2004). Researchers

The most important benefit of interaction with

than control participants, 4 times more likely to

suggest that being exposed to animal abuse in

animals, for the purposes of the present study,

be arrested for property crimes, 3.5 times more

the home may cause children to develop an
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insensitivity toward the well-being of others

It is now widely recognized that social learning

By directly teaching prosocial skills through

(Ascione, 1992). This insensitivity leads to a

is as important to success as academic

lessons related to the care of a classroom

lack of empathy toward the suffering of animals

learning (Tyink, 2008). The school where I

animal, students learn responsibility and begin

and humans. Violent offenders were found to

work currently uses Responsive Classroom,

to manage their own behaviors (Shultz, 2006).

have two common traits: lack of empathy and

Responsive Design, and Bully-Proofing

Social behaviors improve, which results in

a history of animal abuse during childhood

Your School to teach prosocial behaviors

more time on task and a more inviting learning

(Sprinkle, 2008). Conversely, research shows a

and prevent bullying and violence. Through

atmosphere. Prosocial behaviors such as

strong connection between healthy interaction

my readings for one of my master’s degree

cooperation, problem-solving, responsibility and

with animals and prosocial behavior. Working

courses, I realized that the presence of an

compassion begin to emerge. The presence

with animals promotes a respect for animals

animal might complement these programs.

of the animal provides children with the

which can be carried over to relationships

My students would enjoy the experience,

opportunity to witness prosocial behavior such

with humans (Nebbe, 1991). Communication

and it had the potential to bring long-term

as seeing the instructor pet the animal to make

skills, social etiquette, peer associations, and

benefits, both to individual students and to

it feel welcome in the classroom. The students

feelings are all life lessons that can be fostered

our classroom community. Using an animal

can then practice prosocial behavior by petting

through human-animal interactions (Nebbe,

in the classroom can increase the prosocial

or caring for the animal and be reinforced for

1991). Studies have found that introducing a

behaviors of students and positively affect

the behavior with praise from the instructor

friendly animal into the classroom leads to less

learning. In order to act prosocially, students

(Sprinkle, 2008). Encouraging prosocial behavior

aggressive, more attentive students. “Children

must be able to think about another person’s

will result in a friendly, relaxing environment

cooperated better and communicated more

or animal’s needs. Patterns of aggressive

where students feel safe enough to take risks

intensely with one another” (Ortbauer, Kotrschl

behavior can be interrupted through the use

in their learning (Tyink, 2008). This was the

& Brita, 2003, 2). Social behaviors improve,

of a classroom animal to teach children how

rationale behind my decision, in the spring of

which results in more time on task and a more

to identify and practice

inviting learning atmosphere. Having pets

prosocial behaviors and

and interactions with animals contributes

how to be empathetic.

to children learning responsibility, trust, and

Empathy for animals

compassion (Thigpen et al., 2005). Ross (1992)

can be transferred to

credited animal therapy in helping children

humans (Thigpen et al.,

learn to regulate their own behavior while

2005). Once humane

also developing empathy toward other living

attitudes are established

creatures. Animals have also been shown to

toward the animal,

Sixteen students enrolled in my inclusive

help children trust others, be compassionate,

they can be transferred to human-directed

sixth-grade class in the Fall of 2008. A

and take more responsibility for themselves and

empathy (Odenhaal, 2000). Once students

paraprofessional was assigned to work with

their belongings (Thigpen et al., 2005).

begin to consider the thoughts and feelings of

me, providing individualized assistance to

others, it’s harder to commit acts of violence

students with special needs. We decided to

My decision to bring an animal into the

and aggression towards people or animals

wait until November to introduce Daisy to the

classroom

(Sprinkle, 2008).

students.

2009, to introduce Daisy,

Behavioral charts revealed
a dramatic decrease in the
behavioral problems that
were noted at the beginning
of the school year.

my orange and white
house cat, into my sixth
grade classroom the next
fall.

Preparing for Daisy
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The two-month delay gave me time to work

of my students. In the introductory lesson,

and the students safe. During this lesson, we

through administrative requirements associated

students shared their knowledge and

established rules for interacting with Daisy

with bringing an animal into the classroom.

understanding of cats. Most had extensive

in the classroom. We clearly designated the

School policy required that I get permission from

prior experience with house cats, so this

classroom areas where Daisy would eat, rest,

the principal, superintendent, the school board,

lesson generated a great deal of enthusiastic

and relieve herself. We established that if

and each student’s parents. Students must be

discussion. The students created a collective

Daisy was in or near her kennel, she was in a

assessed for allergies, asthma, and any fear of

KWL chart, recording what they knew and what

“safe” zone where no one would bother her.

animals. The safety of the

they wanted to know, and

We practiced opening and closing the kennel

animal must be considered

leaving the third column

door. We also talked about Daisy’s teeth and

and prepared for by
assessing students for any
severe behavioral problems.
The animal selected had
to be vaccinated and
spayed or neutered,

This program has been an
invaluable resource and
has helped me maintain
the high standards
needed to lead my
learning community.

for what they learned

claws. We established that a cat uses claws in

subsequently. The chart

defense when frightened or for climbing. We

provided a framework

also determined that cats may unintentionally

to guide their learning in

scratch something or someone when playing

future lessons.

with a toy. We discussed why a cat may bite.
Usually, it is out of fear and when the animal is

with a veterinarian’s

The next lesson

being handled too roughly. We also determined

documentation of these

introduced specific

what should be done if a student is scratched

procedures submitted to building and district

information about Daisy, including pictures and

or bitten and where to get medical care if

administration. Space and materials for the

videos of her in my home, a list of her favorite

needed.

animal’s classroom experiences had to be

toys, and an inventory of her daily behaviors.

secured and prepared. The animal must have

Students shared similar information about

In the third lesson, we discussed what to do if

a safe, quiet place to eat and rest. A kennel

cats they were familiar with. They were then

Daisy’s behavior became disruptive. We talked

is recommended. Bathroom facilities had to

asked to connect the information explored

about how the goal of discipline is to teach

be provided; for a cat, this meant a litter box,

with the KWL chart created during the first

someone a better way of behaving. We agreed

litter, and cleaning equipment. Plans must be

lesson. They were also asked to reflect on the

that we would use the redirection strategy that

in place for the care of the animal overnight,

strategies we humans use in order to know our

Daisy was already familiar with—a light tap on

on weekends, during breaks and in case of

cats so well. By pointing out the importance

the nose with a firm “No!” spoken at the same

emergency (fire drills, evacuation, etc.). And

of observation and the way insights into cats’

time if she needed to be disciplined. It was

finally, students need to be prepared for the

behavior could assist us in caring for them

agreed that each student would practice and

arrival of the animal. The arrival of the animal

and meeting their needs, we laid a foundation

demonstrate the appropriate use of this skill

should not be a “surprise.”

for deeper empathy in the future. Meanwhile, I

on a stuffed animal before Daisy came to the

watched closely for any student anxiety or fear

classroom. This lesson specifically addressed

In order to prepare my students to welcome

of cats that would need to be addressed before

essential skills necessary for prosocial

Daisy into the classroom, I prepared a series of

Daisy’s arrival. However, I did not see any.

behaviors, such as recognizing and honoring

interactive lessons on the care and handling of

the cat adapted to the developmental needs

personal boundaries, exercising self-control,
The third lesson related to keeping Daisy
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others, and personal responsibility for guiding

demonstrated just how important the

established, I focused on teaching the students

another being.

preparatory lessons had been. In the first few

proper handling techniques of the cat through

days, several students delighted in scaring the

modeling and practice. Students practiced

The fourth lesson directly addressed empathy.

cat by stomping their foot or jumping at her and

petting and holding the cat and putting the cat

Students were asked to demonstrate

saying, “Boo!” They insisted they were “just

into and letting her out of her kennel. Students

understanding of how Daisy might feel in a

joking” with her, and we needed to have some

also spent time observing and discussing

variety of situations. Students demonstrated

conversation in the classroom to help students

the cat’s behaviors. I pointed out the cat’s

this though journaling and discussion. Students

understand that animals (and sometimes

communication features that they may not

were asked to think about how they felt on

people) cannot tell when someone is joking or

have noticed, such as the position of the cat’s

the first day of a new experience in their lives

pretending and that their behavior might well be

ears, its tail, and the hair on its back. Students

(such as the first day of school or the first

seen as threatening.

recorded what they noticed in their journals and

day in a new community).
Once students identified
their own feelings in a new
situation, they were asked
to think about how Daisy
might feel coming into
our classroom for the first
time. Ideas were solicited
from students on how
to help the cat feel more
comfortable and safe in
the classroom. This led

deciphered what the behavior meant. While the

In order to prepare my
students to welcome
Daisy into the classroom,
I prepared a series of
interactive lessons on
the care and handling of
the cat adapted to the
developmental needs of
my students.

to ideas such as walking

During these class meetings,

cat wandered around and explored, I modeled

we established rules about

how to talk to the cat and pointed out how the

how act during instructional

cat’s demeanor and actions changed when I

time if the cat was walking

talked to it. As a safety precaution we decided

around. We decided

that students must be sitting down if they want

that if the cat was being

to pick up the cat in case the cat decided to

distracting, she would be

jump. We also introduced the cat to its litter

gently placed in her kennel.

box and food and water dishes. Throughout

We also discussed what we

the period when students were being

could do to help a neighbor

introduced to Daisy, I was on the lookout for

that was distracted during a

any unexpected problems that would need to

lesson. Students were asked

be addressed right away. I also looked closely

slowly in the room, talking in low tones, and not

to describe in their journals how the cat first

at the students’ written observations of Daisy

yelling or trying to scare the cat. I monitored

acted and felt when she joined our classroom

and their interpretations of her behaviors to

student journal responses for responses that

and then compare what they had written to what

identify and assist students who needed more

demonstrated a lack of empathy and identified

they had predicted earlier in their journals to see

direct support in learning how to recognize and

students who would need closer supervision

if their predictions were accurate. This allowed

interpret her cues.

around the cat until they demonstrated

students to begin to self-monitor their progress

understanding of and respect for her feelings.

in developing empathy. Students also reflected

When I was satisfied that students understood

on how they felt with the cat in the room, which

basic features of Daisy’s behavior, they were

gave me insight on the effect that Daisy was

ready to take over responsibility for her daily

having in the classroom.

care. Through modeling, guided practice, and

Daisy’s arrival in our classroom
Daisy’s arrival was not as smooth as I had
hoped, and the behavior of some students

reflection, students in the classroom took over
Once these basic expectations had been

feeding, grooming, and cleaning up after
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Daisy. We developed a job chart listing the

Assessing the effects of having an animal in

aggression, not following directions (NFD), and

tasks necessary to meet Daisy’s needs. We

the classroom

disrespectful or disruptive behavior. Behavior
was recorded daily, and monthly totals in each

created direction charts explaining steps to
complete each task. Each task was modeled

In order to evaluate the impact that caring for

category were displayed on the chart below.

several times for the students. Then students

a classroom cat had on my students, I used a

After a reasonably calm start in September,

practiced the tasks under supervision. Once

pre- and post- sociogram, daily behavior charts.

problematic conduct escalated dramatically in

students were proficient in each care task, they

and an observational journal. Each student

October for every category except swearing. In

were allowed to volunteer to be included in the

was given a sociogram survey in order to

November, however, the number of incidents

rotation of tasks on the job chart schedule. The

measure existing social dynamics of the class.

dropped sharply. This was when Daisy arrived

tasks included maintaining the food and water

The sociogram was used to provide additional

in the classroom. Further declines ensued, and

supply, cleaning dishes and the feeding area,

information on how a student interacts with

levels of problematic behavior remained low

grooming, and cleaning the litter box and litter

peers and how peers view this classmate. It

except during April, when students’ routines

box area. During our daily classroom meetings,

was given before the cat was introduced to the

were disrupted by inclement weather. Our

we discussed Daisy’s care and how the jobs

classroom and at the conclusion of the study

school experienced several late starts and early

were being performed. We identified what

to check for growth. Growth was noted if a

dismissals for instructional days due to two

strategies seemed to be working, what tasks

particular student not identified as a friend to

spring blizzards that struck the area. It is likely

needed to be added to the job chart, and any

classmates on the first sociogram was identified

that such major disruptions to the students’

improvements that were needed.

on the subsequent sociogram. This would

routines along with the ubiquitous increase of

indicate that students have been learning the

stress levels that accompany major weather

Daisy very quickly became an important

prosocial skills necessary for peer acceptance.

events could explain the jump in problematic

member of our community. She would arrive

A daily behavioral chart was used to track the

behaviors during the month of April.

with me at school on Monday morning, spend

occurrences of the most problematic behaviors

the week hanging out in the classroom, visiting

in the classroom. I also kept a journal to

This pattern is confirmed by qualitative

with students and listening to them read. She

record observations and reflection of what was

data from my observational journal. Daisy’s

came home with me on weekends and over

occurring within the classroom.

presence, I noted, created a quieter, more
attentive, and calm classroom. Students began

breaks. Daisy’s presence had a tremendous
impact on promoting responsibility, self-control,

Summarizing the results of the intervention

to speak in softer tones, and attitudes towards
academics and others became more positive

cooperation, and empathy. The prosocial skills
students learned in playing with and caring for

The sudden and dramatic improvement in the

than at the beginning of the school year. There

Daisy were gradually transferred to interactions

overall learning environment in my classroom

were fewer discipline issues and a dramatic

with peers, leading to a striking improvement in

upon Daisy’s arrival was startling. The effect

decrease in acts of physical aggression.

the atmosphere in our classroom. This is exactly

can be seen most readily in the behavioral

Students were behaving in ways that I had

the result I had hoped for when I brought Daisy

charts from the classroom tracking behavior

never seen with this group before, such as

into the classroom, and it confirmed many of

over the course of the year. Five of the most

speaking courteously and complimenting each

the claims made in the research literature I had

prominent behavioral problems were targeted

other. Shy students began speaking out more

reviewed.

for documentation: teasing, swearing, physical

and interacting in the classroom and in small
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Figure 1 - Behavioral Data September 2008 – May 2009 (Number of incidents per month)

group activities and discussions. Students

It also appeared that students’ attention and

teacher conferences for uncomfortable parents.

began demonstrating cooperation. Previously

focus skills improved. As Daisy wandered

She seemed to immediately disarm situations

resistant and noncompliant students began

throughout the classroom during instructional

that may have otherwise been stressful for

to engage in classroom learning activities. It

time, on top of and under desks, students

both the parents and myself. She would also

was no longer a struggle to get students to

remained on task. Daisy could often be seen

sometimes wander into neighboring classrooms,

work in groups. Sociograms, as well as teacher

listening while students read to each other.

which seemed to create positive relationships

observations, revealed an acceptance of all

Students with severe behavioral problems

between the residents of my classroom and our

classmates into the various social circles of

were observed to be on task and focused

neighbors next door and across the hallway.

the classroom. Cliques were not as prominent

for longer and longer periods of time. One

inside the classroom. Even students who had

particular student that had been completely

previously been rejected by peers now seemed

removed from the classroom the previous year

to be welcome in groups. Students began

due to behavioral problems remained in my

The addition of a cat to my classroom proved

speaking up appropriately during instructional

mainstream classroom for the entire 2008-

to be an important strategy in decreasing

time and taking academic risks, such as reading

2009 school year and was successful both

aggressive behaviors, improving attitudes

aloud. During moments of free time, students

academically and socially. He demonstrated

towards learning, and creating an overall positive

demonstrated kindness in their interactions with

both academic and social skills not observed by

classroom environment. The students became

Daisy and with each other. This was especially

his teachers of the previous year.

more relaxed and calm in their behaviors towards

noticeable among the boys, whose level of
physical aggression declined markedly.

Conclusion

each other. Students began to speak in softer
Daisy was also an icebreaker during parent/

tones and be more positive in their interaction
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with others and with academic lessons than
at the beginning of the school year. Behavioral
charts revealed a dramatic decrease in the
behavioral problems that were noted at the
beginning of the school year. Results from
sociograms, as well as teacher observations,
showed an overall increase in students’ social
skills through the acceptance of all classmates
into the various social circles of the classroom.
The cat clearly served as a facilitator of learning
prosocial skills. Her presence contributed
to a friendly and safe learning environment,
confirming the results reported by other
researchers and making a lasting impact on
the learning environment of my sixth-grade
classroom.
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About Thresholds
In the summer of 1973, several professors from

threshold is a structure familiar to all cultures

the former Department of Secondary Education

from ancient times. Taken literally, it is the

at Northern Illinois University discussed the

traverse beam of a doorframe. But it also stands

possibility for an education journal that united

as a metaphor for moving through time, place,

secondary school practitioners and university

and process. Thresholds are crossing-over

professors in dialog. They talked about

places where we venture from the securely

problems, experiments, research, and new

known to the uncharted spaces.

developments. This group, under the leadership
of Dr. Leonard Pourchot, proceeded to elect

The publication of the Thresholds in Education

a board of directors, establish a nonprofit

journal is a cooperative effort between the

foundation, solicit charter members, elect a

Thresholds in Education Foundation, the

managerial staff, and set the wheels in motion

Department of Leadership, Educational

for a long-range goal of publishing the first

Psychology and Foundations, and the College of

issue of Thresholds in Secondary Education in

Education.

February, 1975.
The word thresholds best represented the
intention to explore ideas and share viewpoints
that could lead to new educational advances
while respecting achieved values and knowledge
bases. The Thresholds in Secondary Education
journal would stimulate thinking, influence
education practices, inform, and inspire.
Over the years, Thresholds has broadened its
focus beyond secondary education to include
dialogue between educational theorists and
practitioners from diverse locations. In 1977,
the journal was retitled Thresholds in Education.
Today it remains dedicated to the examination
and exploration of new educational inquiries,
theories, viewpoints, and program innovations.
The title of the journal was well chosen and
more than ever is relevant to the needed forum
among educators in these complex times. The
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Visit our website and browse the Archives at
http://www.cedu.niu.edu/lepf/foundations/thresholds/
Thresholds in Education Foundation
LEPF Department
Northern Illinois University
DeKalb, IL 60115
Department of Leadership, Educational Psychology and Foundations
Northern Illinois University
DeKalb, IL 60115
Chair: Charles Howell
College of Education
Northern Illinois University
DeKalb, IL 60115
Dean: LaVonne I. Neal
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