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ABSTRACT
DIFFICULT TEXTS AND THE STUDENTS WHO CHOOSE THEM:
THE ROLE OF TEXT DIFFICULTY IN SECOND GRADERS’ TEXT CHOICES AND
INDEPENDENT READING EXPERIENCES
By
Juliet L. Halladay

This dissertation describes a study of the relationships between text difficulty,
reading comprehension, and reading motivation for a sample of second grade students (n
= 70). The study was designed to explore and describe the reading experiences of
students who chose to read texts that would commonly be considered too difficult to be
read independently. In particular, the study sought to find out more about students’
reasons for choosing difficult texts, their comprehension of those texts, and their affective
experiences with reading the difficult texts they chose for themselves.

The study focused on students’ reading during self-selected, independent reading
time in the general education classroom. Five second grade classes participated in the
study. Data sources included group assessments of reading ability and reading
motivation, student logs of reading choices, individual assessments of reading
comprehension and oral reading accuracy, and student interviews. Parallel measures
based on students’ experiences reading independent-level texts were used as points of
comparison. A combination of quantitative and qualitative analyses were used to test
existing hypotheses; explore relationships between reading comprehension, text
difficulty, and motivation to read; and construct some illustrative descriptions of

students’ reading experiences with their chosen texts.



One important finding was that the standard criterion of oral reading accuracy,
originated by Betts (1946) and advocated by others, is too high for second grade readers.
Another finding was that oral reading accuracy and reading comprehension were not
consistently related, showing a statistically significant but weak correlation. The results
of this study also suggest that the term “frustration level” may be somewhat of a
misnomer, as no relationship was found between a student’s oral reading performance
and her enjoyment of a text. Half of the students in the sample were identified as having
chosen at least one frustration-level text during the data collection period, indicating that
the practice of choosing difficult texts is quite common. The students who chose
frustration-level texts were more likely to be struggling readers, but they did not differ
significantly from students who did not choose frustration-level texts in terms of
perceptions of themselves as readers or beliefs about the value of reading. Another
finding was that students rarely mentioned the perceived difficulty of a text as a reason
for choosing it. Students’ perceptions of text difficulty were relatively accurate, although
students were much more aware of their difficulties reading individual words than they
were of their difficulties understanding the text as a whole. Finally, students’ enjoyment
of texts was not statistically significantly related to their perceptions of text difficulty.

The results of this study have some important implications. They point toward the
need for a reevaluation of the assessment methods and placement criteria that are
commonly used to place students in texts by matching student reading ability with text
readability. This study also suggests a need to think more critically about the concept of

text difficulty as a construct used both in research and in practice.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

In the primary grades, the issue of matching texts to readers is of particular
concern for teachers. As early readers move from understanding letter-sound
relationships to fluent reading, teachers seek to provide their students with texts that will
support their reading development. For teachers, one of the primary considerations in
making these student-text matches is whether or not the text is written at a readability
level that is aligned with the student’s level of reading skill. In fact, Chall and Conard
(1991) found that a strong majority of the elementary teachers they surveyed regarded
suitable reading level as the most important consideration in selecting texts for their
students. Putting this belief into practice, many primary grade teachers base their
instruction around sets of leveled texts, which have been arranged along a continuum of
increasing difficulty, as determined by readability formulas and leveling rubrics
(Hoffman, Roser, Salas, Patterson, & Pennington, 2000; Mesmer, 2006). Then when
students are allowed to choose their own texts to read independently, teachers often guide
them toward texts that are at or slightly above their level of reading achievement (Chall
& Conard, 1991). The result is that whether the texts are being used for teacher-led
instructional purposes or for student-selected, independent reading, they are often
matched carefully to individual readers based on determinations of text readability and
student reading ability. It is important to note here that this is an oversimplification and
not an entirely fair depiction of the varied purposes — including strategy instruction,
recreation, socialization, skill practice, and knowledge building — for which many
teachers daily use a broad range of texts with their students in order to produce “not just

decoders but literaté beings” (Donovan, Smolkin, & Lomax, 2000, p. 329). However, in



general there is also an undeniable emphasis on matching books and readers, such that it
has even been described as a “leveling mania” (Dzaldov & Peterson, 2005; Szymusiak &
Sibberson, 2001).

The other side of this focus on text difficulty is that students are also frequently
warned away from texts that may be too difficult for them, with the assumption that these
texts are unhelpful and even harmful. Indeed, perhaps the most common term for too-
difficult texts is “frustration-level,” a term that originated from the writings of Emmett
Betts (1946), whose framework of reading levels will be discussed in more detail in
Chapter 2 of this dissertation. These frustration-level texts were so labeled because they
were believed to prompt frustration and anxiety in the students who read them. Even
today, scholars argue that time spent with too-difficult texts can reinforce bad reading
habits and decrease motivation to read, while sacrificing valuable time that could have
otherwise been spent on more enriching reading experiences (e.g., Fountas & Pinnell,
1996; Allington, 2006; Afflerbach, 2007).

However, there are also those who argue that difficult texts can be valuable for
students for a number of reasons. Hunt (1970) eloquently described the benefits of
pairing “the high-interest book and the low-powered reader,” contending that interest in a
topic can enable a reader to learn from and enjoy a text that would otherwise be
considered too difficult (p. 147). Similarly, Worthy and Sailors (2001) have argued that
methods of determining what texts are appropriate for specific students should be
expanded beyond simple readability to include factors such as motivation, interest, and
prior knowledge. In addition, Brown (2000) mentions that difficult texts are sometimes

the only avenues to certain content, stating that “accessibility has an inverse relationship



with complexity. That is, the most accessible texts also are those with the least complex
content” (p. 295, emphasis in original). In other words, the simplification that may make
a text more readable may lead to a loss of complexity and an alteration of the content
itself, such that the content of a difficult text may be fundamentally different from the
content of a simplified text on a similar topic (Brown, 2000). These comments suggest
that situational features such as interest, choice, and purpose may influence whether or
not students experience frustration when they read difficult texts.

The ongoing arguments about how strongly (if at all) to emphasize or require an
ability-readability match between readers and texts are complicated by the fact that there
is little research to substantiate the claims on either side of the debate. As the review of
literature in the following chapter illustrates, significant questions remain about the
impact of text difficulty on students’ reading experiences, especially in the case of texts
that students read independently.

The purpose of this study was to fill some of the gaps in the existing research by
exploring and describing the experiences of a sample of second grade students who chose
to read texts that would typically be considered too difficult to be read independently.
The study was situated in the context of classroom-based independent reading time,
which is a period of the day during which students choose freely from texts in the
classroom library and read silently to themselves. The study was designed to directly
address the relationships between text difficulty, reading comprehension, and reading
motivation. It addressed the following set of research questions:

1. Do the students who choose texts at their frustration level fit into certain

profiles based on gender, motivation to read, or reading ability?



2. What reasons or purposes do students give for choosing frustration-level texts
for independent reading?

3. What, if anything, do students understand from reading self-selected,
frustration-level texts (as compared to independent-level texts) independently?

4. What are students’ perceptions of the difficulty of their chosen, frustration-
level texts?

5. What are students’ affective experiences with reading these difficult texts
independently? In other words, are self-selected, frustration-level texts
actually “frustrating,” or are students able to enjoy them?

Five second grade classrooms were selected for participation in the study, and all
students in these classrooms completed whole-class assessments of reading ability and
motivation to read. During their regular independent reading time, students kept written
reading logs, in which they recorded information about the texts they chose, their reasons
for choosing them, their perceptions of the texts’ difficulty, and their enjoyment of the
texts. Information from the reading ability test and from the reading logs was used to
identify occasions in which students appeared to have chosen texts that may have been
difficult for them. For each of these occasions, students participated in a series of three
one-on-one reading assessments: an oral retelling of the selected text, an assessment of
oral reading accuracy on a portion of the selected text, and a set of text-based
comprehension questions. Following these three assessments, students answered
questions about their enjoyment of their selected texts and their perceptions of the texts’
difficulty for them. For every occasion in which a student was assessed reading a

frustration-level text, a paired occasion was identified in which the same student chose to



read an easier text. In some cases, in which no easier texts were identified from the list of
texts students had chosen to read, researchers provided students with a smaller set of
easier texts from which to choose. As a point of comparison, the same assessments and
interview protocol were used to gather information about students’ experiences with the
easier texts. To address the five research questions listed above, this study employed a
mixed-methods design, incorporating data gathered from multiple sources and using both
quantitative and qualitative analyses. Quantitative analyses included t-tests and
correlations, while qualitative work included coding of students’ reading log entries and
interview responses.

This study contributes to a better understanding of relationships between text
difficulty, reading comprehension, and reading motivation in the context of self-selected,
independent reading. Information about these relationships is important for primary grade
teachers, for whom the issue of matching readers with texts that will facilitate reading
growth is a central concern. In particular, given the ubiquity of Betts’s (1946) framework
for making reader-text matches, it is important to understand how useful it actually is for
predicting the quality of students’ reading experiences, in terms of both comprehension
and motivation. The issue is also important because students frequently encounter texts
that would typically be deemed too difficult for them, either as assigned, instructional
texts or as self-selected, independent reading material. By looking more closely at
students’ experiences with difficult texts, it is possible to offer some new insights and
related recommendations for the role that text difficulty should play in matching
elementary readers to texts. In particular, the findings from this study provide important

information about any potential value that difficult texts might hold for the readers who



choose them, as well as ways that teachers might support and scaffold students’ reading
experiences with them.

Chapter 2 of this dissertation describes the relevant literature pertaining to issues
of text difficulty, reading motivation, and reading comprehension. It also describes the
broader theoretical works and ideas that have informed the study design and data
analysis. Chapter 3 describes the study methods in detail, including administration and
scoring procedures for each of the individual data sources used in the study. Chapter 4
offers the results of the analyses related to each of the five research questions listed
above. Chapter 5 provides an in-depth discussion of the study’s findings, including

limitations and possible directions for future research.



CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW
Overview

The issue of text readability is not new; it has been a consideration of teachers,
researchers, and publishers for many years. Starting in the early 1920s, researchers began
to address questions of text readability by finding new ways to predict how difficult a text
might be for its readers, first based on vocabulary analysis and later based on additional
factors largely related to syntactic complexity (e.g., Dolch, 1928; Thorndike, 1921; see
Chall & Conard, 1991, for a review). The presumed importance of this early research on
text readability was based on the central idea that text readability matters for reading and
learning. But just as texts vary in their readability, readers vary according what they bring
to the reading experience — factors including knowledge, attitudes, and skills. Thus, text
readability came to be viewed as only meaningful in terms of its relationship to individual
readers. As a result, early research in text readability was followed by research that
endeavored to calibrate and align established levels of text readability with measures of
individual reading ability, effectively moving from analyses of text readability to
discussions of suitable difficulty relative to individual readers (Chall & Conard, 1991).

Before going further, it is important to note the differences between the terms
“readability” and “difficulty.” For the purposes of this dissertation, I use the term rext
readability to refer to a text-specific characteristic; for example, how readable is a given
text for readers in general, based on text factors such as sentence length, semantic
complexity, and so on? In contrast, I use the term zext difficulty to refer to the relationship
between a specific text and a specific reader. In other words, the difficulty of a text is a

function of the text’s readability in relation to the reader’s reading ability, in addition to



other factors such as interest, motivation, and background knowledge. Difficulty is also
situated within a larger context, as the difficulty of a particular text for a particular
student may also depend on contextual factors, such as the presence or absence of
material, interpersonal, or interactional scaffolds.

This distinction between readability and difficulty arises from the research base
surrounding reading comprehension, which has shown that reader factors such as interest
(e.g., Asher & Markell, 1974; Asher, Hymel, & Wigfield, 1978; Bernstein, 1955; Lin,
Zabrucky, & Moore, 1997), prior knowledge (e.g., Baldwin, Peleg-Bruckner, &
McClintock, 1985; Kintsch & Franzke, 1995; Voss & Silfies, 1996; Wolfe & Mienko,
2007), and motivation (e.g., Baker & Wigfield, 1999; Guthrie et al., 2007; Wigfield et al.,
2008) can affect an individual reader’s comprehension of a text. Rather than a direct
connection between text readability and comprehension, other variables mediate the
relationship and determine the actual difficulty of a particular text for a particular student
in a particular context. The theoretical importance of this distinction is that difficulty is
relational rather than fixed — it varies based on relationships between readers, texts, and
tasks. It is important to note, however, that my personal observations and experiences
suggest that this distinction tends to be overlooked in actual classroom practice. Despite
the theoretical differences between readability and difficulty, it seems that many reader-
text matches are based on simple determinations of student reading level (based on word
identification ability) and measures of text readability (based largely on word and

sentence length).



Betts’ Reading Level Framework

One of the most influential frameworks for determining the appropriateness of
particular texts for particular readers is the system of reading levels originated by Emmett
Betts. In his 1946 book Foundations of Reading Instruction, Betts laid out a framework
that describes four levels of text difficulty: 1) the basal, or independent, level, which is
“the highest reading level at which the individual can read with full understanding and
freedom from mechanical difficulties”; 2) the instructional level, which is “the highest
reading level at which systematic instruction can be initiated”; 3) the frustration level,
which is the level at which a reader is “thwarted or baffled by the language (i.e.,
vocabulary, structure, sentence length) of the reading material”’; and 4) the probable
capacity level, which is “the highest reading level at which the individual can
comprehend (i.e., deal adequately with the facts by means of oral language) material read
to him” (p. 438-439).

While Betts’ probable capacity level is based on listening comprehension, he
describes the other three reading levels as being determined by assessing a student’s oral
reading accuracy and comprehension of texts written at varying readability levels. The
use of decoding accuracy as a primary criterion for determining reading levels — as seen
in Betts’ seminal work (1946) and in a number of contemporary, published reading
assessments (e.g., Johns, 1997; Stieglitz, 2002; Woods & Moe, 2007) — initially derives
from Kilgallon’s (1942) finding that most of the reading difficulties experienced by his
sample of fourth grade readers were word-perception errors. According to Betts (1946),
students are reading at their independent level when they demonstrate at least 99%

accuracy in their oral reading and 90% or higher comprehension. The standards for



instructional-level are slightly lower, at between 95 and 99% oral reading accuracy and
between 75 and 89% comprehension. And a student’s frustration level can be identified
when either his oral reading accuracy has dropped to 90% or less, or his comprehension
score is 50% or lower (Betts, 1946). It is important to note that although Betts defined the
independent and instructional levels by using both word recognition and comprehension
criteria, the frustration level can be established if either of the two measures is at or
below the levels he describes.

In addition to this set of criteria related to reading performance, Betts (1946) goes
on to list behavioral indicators that he considered to be characteristic of students’ silent
reading at each of the levels. For example, he explains that oral reading of independent-
and instructional-level texts should be characterized by a lack of vocalization and finger
pointing, while frustration-level texts may lead students to omit and reverse words (Betts,
1946). Because the proposed study focuses largely on frustration-level texts, it seems
important to describe this level — as Betts originally conceived it — in a bit more detail.

In describing students’ behaviors during reading of frustration level texts, Betts
states, “As the typical pupil becomes increasingly frustrated, he may exhibit tension,
movements of the body, hands, and feet, he may frown and squint, and he may exhibit
other types of emotional behavior characteristic of a frustrated individual” (p. 445).In a
later, in-depth description of frustration-level reading, Betts (1946) lists ten criteria for
estimating the frustration level, including physical behaviors such as irregular breathing,
frowning, erratic body movements, whispering, and crying. His description of frustration-
level reading from a pupil’s view labels the frustration level the “troublesome step” and

includes the following description:
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I don’t understand half of what I read and I feel worried and unhappy. Sometimes
I can’t stand still as I read and I'd like to point with my fingers or read with my
lips. Often I can’t pay attention. I should not read on this step often for my

reading will not improve. (Betts, 1946, p. 448)

Taken together, these descriptions clearly show the assumed link between lack of oral
reading accuracy, limited reading comprehension, and frustration as an emotional
response.
Influence of Betts’ Framework

Betts’ framework is significant because of the ways it has influenced and
continues to influence reading assessment and instruction. The framework remains
widely used today, as many teachers use Betts’ guidelines to help them determine
students’ reading levels and match students to appropriate texts. Perhaps the most
obvious way that Betts’ ideas have worked their way into the daily practice of elementary
classroom teachers is through their role in a variety of reading assessments, particularly
those known as Informal Reading Inventories (IRIs). These IRIs, which Betts is
frequently credited with pioneering, typically require students to read from a series of
word lists and written passages, which are presented in order of increasing difficulty. The
administrator assesses the student’s ability to read words accurately in the lists and in the
written passages and to comprehend the written passages. The results of the IRI can be
used for diagnostic purposes, as teachers analyze the types of decoding and
comprehension errors that a student makes, but they can also be used to match a student
with appropriate reading materials by determining his or her independent, instructional,

and frustration reading levels. IRIs are ubiquitous in elementary classrooms and have had
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a heavy influence on how Betts’ framework has been put into practice.

In addition to his influence on reading assessment, Betts has influenced reading
instruction and policy through his recommendations for appropriate uses of texts at
varying levels of difficulty. In his 1957 discussion of frustration-level texts, Betts
describes the frustration level as the level “to be avoided...the material is too difficult and
frustrates the reader” (p. 448). As described earlier, numerous scholars and authors have
echoed Betts’ advice and warned teachers about the assumed pitfalls of having readers
engage with texts that present significant challenges in terms of word decoding and
comprehension (e.g., Lipson & Wixson, 2003; Mariotti & Homan, 2005; Robb, 2000;
Stahl, 2004; Tompkins, 2006). Despite these recommendations, however, students still
encounter frustration-level texts, both as assigned reading and as independent reading
choices.

Critiques and Revisions

In the years since Betts first proposed his reading level framework, it has come
under criticism from a number of directions, including the methods used for determining
the levels, the criteria that define the levels, and the applications of the framework to
classroom practice. For example, Hunt (1970) warned teachers against an over-reliance
on IRIs, questioning the very idea that assessments of student reading performance
should focus on errors rather than successes. He also offered a critique of IRI scoring
methods, arguing that the practice of using running records to calculate a percentage of
oral reading errors assumes incorrectly that all reading errors are equally harmful.
Regarding assessment procedures, Jongsma & Jongsma (1981) compared a number of

available IRIs and found that they sometimes used slightly different administration

12



procedures and scoring rules. For example, Betts recommended that students read the
passages silently before having them read them aloud, but not all IRIs follow this model.
In addition, there has been some debate about what should count as errors, particularly in
the case of repetitions (e.g., Davis, 1975; Jongsma & Jongsma, 1981). These differences
in administration and scoring logically lead to variance in results.

In addition to criticisms of IRI methods and scoring, Betts’ criteria have also been
questioned. Hunt (1970) doubted the claim that good reading must necessarily be error-
free or nearly error-free, since the purpose of reading is to get ideas and meaning from
text. He felt that the 99-100% accuracy rate was unreasonable, especially for young
readers. He also questioned the 50% comprehension cutoff, commenting that not all ideas
in a text are equally important for students to learn. Powell (1970; see also Powell and
Dunkeld, 1971) offered an additional challenge to Betts’ numbers, arguing that there
were developmental differences in word reading accuracy. He felt that a 95% threshold of
word reading was too high for primary grade readers, particularly when reading
instructional texts, and suggested a revised framework with different leveling criteria
depending on the age of the reader. Powell and Dunkeld (1971) sought a more accurate
definition of the instructional level in particular, commenting, “The instructional level
designated by the IRI is an unvalidated construct” (p. 637).

And finally, the use of Betts’ levels for matching readers to texts has also been
contested by a number of scholars, largely on the grounds that, while placement levels
based on word reading accuracy and comprehension proficiency may serve as helpful
guidelines in making text matching decisions, they are not the only criteria that teachers

and students should consider (e.g., Dzaldov & Peterson, 2005; Worthy & Sailors. 2001).
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Specifically, these scholars suggest consideration of other factors, including interest,
prior knowledge, cultural background, and enjoyment (e.g., Rhodes & Dudley-Marling,
1996; Worthy & Sailors, 2001). Given this set of challenges to both the common methods
of determining text difficulty and the popular application of Betts’ reading levels to
instructional situations, the present study aims to find out more about students’
experiences with texts of varying levels of difficulty. Additional information about the
students who choose difficult texts, their comprehension of those texts, and their
enjoyment of the texts may contribute valuable findings to the current debate over reader-
text matches.

Research Base

The following sections describe the existing research base related to each of the
five research questions addressed by this study.

Question 1: Do the students who choose texts at their frustration level fit into certain
profiles based on gender, motivation to read, or reading ability?

Students’ text choices have been a topic of study for many years. While much
research in this area has focused on genre preferences, a number of studies have also
addressed issues of text difficulty. Of particular relevance to this review are studies that
have examined relationships between student variables (such as gender, age, and reading
ability) and reading choices relative to text difficulty.

A common finding in this area has been that many students choose books that
would typically be considered too difficult to be read independently (e.g., Anderson,
Higgins, & Wurster, 1985; Kragler, 2000; Mork, 1973). Another common finding is of

relationships between student reading ability and the tendency to choose difficult texts.
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For example, in his sample of sixth grade students, Olson (1984) identified a statistically
significant tendency for low readers to choose above-level texts and a non-significant
tendency for high readers to choose below-level texts. This finding mirrors Fresch’s
(1995) finding that high-ability readers were somewhat less likely than average and
below-average readers to choose books far above their reading levels. Similarly, Kragler
(2000) studied fourth grade boys and found that low readers often chose frustration-level
texts while high readers frequently chose books that were too easy. Donovan, Smolkin,
and Lomax (2000) found that the tendency to choose difficult texts was most pronounced
among low-ability readers, although all of the first graders in their study chose difficult
texts at least occasionally.

While these studies appear to document a trend of above-level choices for below-
level readers, Lysaker’s (1997) work offers conflicting results. In her sample of first
grade readers, the less-skilled readers chose easy books that required little, if any, actual
word reading, while the more-skilled readers chose a wider range of more challenging
texts. Other studies have found that, rather than consistently selecting texts in a certain
range of difficulty, young readers of all levels of reading ability actually cycle back and
forth between easier and more difficult texts (Timion, 1992; Fresch, 1995).

Other studies have looked beyond reading ability to explore the influence of
additional variables on the reading level of students’ text choices. For example, Hiebert
and colleagues (Hiebert, Mervar, & Person, 1990) considered instructional context by
comparing the book selections of second graders from five literature-based classrooms
and five textbook-based classrooms. In their sample, the students most likely to choose

books above their grade level in terms of readability were the less-skilled readers in
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textbook-based classrooms. Olson (1984) investigated the role of gender in text selection,
finding no significant relationship between gender and the readability levels of text
choices. It is important to point out that these two studies both dealt with the issue of text
difficulty by using readability formulae to determine grade levels; the findings therefore
reflect general levels of text readability rather than actual text difficulty for the students
who chose the texts.

One potentially important, yet understudied, factor in considering the question of
which students choose difficult texts is motivation to read. Two aspects of motivation to
read that may be particularly relevant to situations involving student choice are
individuals’ perceptions of themselves as readers and the value they place on reading. In
the particular case of text difficulty, students who choose difficult texts may be those who
have higher estimations of their reading ability. Additionally, the degree to which
students value reading may influence their choices of more or less difficult texts for
independent reading. The present study’s inclusion of a quantitative measure of
motivation to read — assessing students’ perceptions of themselves as readers and the
value they place on reading — will help explore the possible roles that these constructs
play in student text choices.

Question 2: What reasons or purposes do students give for choosing frustration-level
texts for independent reading?

Perhaps the most consistent finding from the research on student text choices is
that students of both genders, of all levels of reading ability, and with varying classroom
reading experiences all choose difficult texts at some point. The logical follow-up

question to this phenomenon relates to why they make these choices. Fielding and Roller

16



(1992) offer three possible explanations, suggesting that children either a) don’t know
how to find appropriate-level books; b) don’t have access to appropriate-level books; or
cy'don’t want to read appropriate-level books. Moss and McDonald (2004) suggest that
struggling readers might choose difficult texts that offer high levels of non-print support
because these texts contain desired information and can be “read” without actually
decoding the print. Hunt (1970) similarly ascribes the choice of difficult texts to students’
desire to pursue their interests, arguing that “the reader who finds a really good book for
him, the book that has ideas he truly wants to learn about, frequently will outdo his own
instructional level of performance” (p. 148). Donovan and colleagues (2000) also offer a
set of possible explanations for their finding that children of all levels of reading ability
apparently chose difficult texts. They suggest that students may have made these choices
because of: 1) pure chance, based on the readability levels of available texts; 2)
familiarity with the challenging texts, which were often books that had been introduced
through teacher read-alouds (which may have effectively rendered them less difficult for
the young readers); 3) interest in a specific topic; and 4) a desire to “transform the texts”
by reading them in small groups and acting them out as a social activity (p. 328). Another
possibility that they mention only briefly is that some students “wanted to read what the
‘good readers’ were reading” (p. 326). However, because this study only included data on
students’ choices and not on the reasons behind their choices, any explanations on this
front are conjecture (Donovan et al., 2000).

In summary, the question of why students choose difficult texts remains largely
unanswered. Although a number of appealing hypotheses have been put forth, there is

currently little research evidence to confirm or refute them. One explanation that does
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have some empirical support is the notion that students sometimes choose difficult books
for social reasons. They may choose difficult texts either because those texts are popular
with peers or because they are trying to establish an individual identity as a “good
reader.” For example, Fresch (1995) found that first grade students wanted to read books
that were popular with their classmates. Bass (2006) found that some first graders viewed
chapter books as status symbols and used them to help define themselves as good readers.
In a verbal protocol study of students’ text choices during visits to the school library,
Halladay (2006) found this desire to be seen as a “chapter book reader” to be true for
some second graders as well. This present study aimed to build on the small base of
empirical evidence regarding reasons for choosing difficult texts and to test some of the
contentions that have been put forth by other researchers in this area.

Question 3: What, if anything, do students understand from reading self-selected,
[frustration-level texts (as compared to independent-level texts) independently?

As discussed earlier, many have touted the importance of ability-readability
matches and have warned against the dangers of having students engage with frustration-
level texts, based in part on the assumption that students’ ability to derive meaning, gain
content knowledge, and develop reading skills is hindered by increasing levels of text
difficulty. However, despite the seeming authority with which these recommendations are
often made, there is actually little research on the comparative benefits of reading
independent, instructional, and frustration level texts.

In summarizing the literature in this area, it is important to be clear whether the
texts under investigation were used for instruction or for recreational reading, and

whether they were assigned to students or chosen by students. Regarding assigned,
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instructional texts, several studies have sought to determine the impact that text difficulty
plays in students’ development of reading fluency, use of comprehension strategies, text
comprehension, and vocabulary acquisition. The following paragraphs summarize the
extant literature in this area.

In terms of reading fluency, simple texts may be more effective than more
difficult texts in improving fluency for young readers. For example, Hiebert (2005) used
an experimental design to measure second graders’ fluency gains in three conditions: 1) a
treatment using repeated readings of content-area texts with few rare, multisyllabic
words; 2) a treatment using repeated readings of literature selections with more rare,
multisyllabic words; and 3) a control group who received their standard literature-based
instruction. Of these three conditions, the content-area group made significantly larger
gains in fluency than did students in either of the other two conditions. These gains in
oral reading rate and accuracy were most pronounced for students who entered the study
with below-average fluency scores. However, although the two treatment conditions both
outperformed the control group in comprehension gains, there were negligible differences
between the two treatment groups on this measure.

In another fluency-related study, O’Connor and colleagues (O’Connor, Bell,
Harty, Larking, Sackor, & Zigmond, 2002) also used three conditions — two treatment
and one control — to explore the role of text difficulty in reading skill gains for fifth grade
readers involved in a one-on-one tutoring program. The two treatment conditions used an
identical tutoring approach but differed in their use of either a) texts matched to students’
reading level (Reading Level Match — RLM) or b) texts matched to students’ grade level

(Classroom Match). They found that both treatment conditions outperformed the control
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group on oral reading fluency, and the RLM group performed better than the CM group.
Another interesting finding was that students who began with lower fluency did better in
the RLM condition; for those who began with higher fluency, the RLM and CM
treatments were equally effective. One conclusion was that RLM texts are good for
building fluency in low fluency readers, possibly because of the high redundancy of
words and frequent repetitions. Taken together, these two fluency-related studies suggest
that ability-readability matches may benefit struggling readers, at least in terms of oral
reading fluency in instructional situations.

Text difficulty may also influence readers’ use of comprehension strategies. For
example, Kletzien (1991) found that high school readers’ use of comprehension strategies
differed in relation to the difficulty of the texts they read. In this study, the texts in
question were assigned passages from social studies textbooks. Kletzien found that good
readers and poor readers used the same type and number of strategies on easy passages,
but poor readers used fewer comprehension strategies on difficult passages. In contrast,
as passage difficulty increased, good comprehenders actually used a wider variety of
strategies and used them more often than their less-skilled peers.

In another comprehension-related study, White and Jordan (1987) found that adult
learners in a vocational technology program were able to read assigned, field-specific
materials even when their reading level scores suggested that they would have difficulty
with the materials. They concluded that background knowledge plays a big enough role
in comprehension that readers can understand texts that would otherwise be inaccessible.

This study is similar in its findings to a number of other studies that have addressed
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relationships between prior knowledge and reading comprehension, except that it also
considers text readability as a factor.

One final example of research into the relationship between text difficulty and
reading gains for instructional texts is a study by Eldredge (1990), who used two
conditions in his work with struggling third grade readers over an 8-week treatment
period. One group was assigned high-interest passages at frustration level and was
provided with instructional scaffolds during reading. The other group was allowed to
choose from a large set of books — with explicit instructions to choose texts they could
read independently — and was given no additional assistance. The assisted group
outperformed the unassisted group on pretest-posttest gains in vocabulary and reading
comprehension, and Eldredge concluded that third grade readers were most successful in
improving their reading skills when they were challenged by the texts they read and
assisted during their reading of them. Based on these findings, Eldredge recommended
both difficult texts and scaffolded instruction, but he did not recommend having students
read difficult texts independently. However, one problem with this study is that the
comparison involves too many variables to be able to isolate any single cause of the
outcomes, because the two groups differed on number of texts read, text difficulty,
presence or absence of scaffolding, and chosen or assigned books. Additionally, because
the study only included fictional, narrative texts, the findings cannot be generalized to
reading experiences with texts from other genres.

Regarding texts read independently, numerous studies have examined the effects
of reading volume on reading achievement, with mixed — and often hotly contested —

results (e.g., Anderson, Wilson, & Fielding, 1998; Davis, 1988; Guthrie, Wigfield,
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Metsala, & Cox, 2004; Kamil, 2007; Krashen, 2005; Nagy & Scott, 2004; Stanovich,
1986; Taylor, Frye, & Maruyama, 1990). Because few studies of reading volume and
reading achievement have used text difficulty as a variable, the differential effects of
engaging independently with easy and difficult texts are also uncertain. Davis (1988)
found that medium-ability eighth graders showed larger reading gains from independent
reading than did their high-ability peers, and he suggested that this may have been
because they texts they were reading were closer to an instructional level for them. In
contrast, he suggests that the high readers may have been reading books that were too
easy for them to make similar gains. However, in the absence of specific information
about student reading level and text readability, these notions remain untested
hypotheses.

Carver and Leibert’s (1995) investigation of text difficulty, independent reading,
and reading achievement is perhaps the best-known study in this area. The authors
undertook this study as a way to find out if there is such a thing as a reading bootstrap; in
other words, “can they simply read and lift themselves up by their bootstraps to a higher
level of ability that probably involves more difficult vocabulary (less frequent words) and
more complex knowledge structures” (p. 26)? The authors theorized that bootstrapping
would be impossible for easy reading because simple texts offer no new information and
demand no conceptually complex thinking. But they argued that bootstrapping should
also be impossible (or at least problematic) for difficult texts, because “there is no known
learning mechanism that would allow this bootstrapping to occur” (p. 31). Working with
a sample of third, fourth, and fifth grade students in a six-week summer school program,

they assigned each student to one of two conditions: easy reading or matched reading.
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The first group was allowed to choose any books that were at or below their instructional
reading level, and the second group was allowed to choose books that were at or slightly
above their instructional reading level. At the end of the thirty-day period, during which
students completed between 15 and 30 hours of reading, students were assessed on a
battery of reading skills. Carver and Leibert found no gains for either group. However,
the authors are careful to point out several possible explanations for the lack of change in
reading skill, including the short duration of the study and some discrepancies in reading
leveling systems that resulted in negligible differences between the actual readability of
the books in the two groups.

One difficulty with research on this topic is that, when using Betts’ (1946) set of
reading levels to define text difficulty, any discussion of comprehension and text
difficulty is complicated and confounded by the fact that comprehension itself is a central
component of the criteria for establishing the levels. So the very question of what
students understand from frustration-level texts seems like circular logic: what do
students understand from texts that they, by definition, do not understand? However,
there are several reasons why a question like this is still sound and worthy of
investigation. First, many applications of Betts’ reading levels, including Betts’ original
criteria, call for either 90% or less word reading accuracy or 50% or less reading
comprehension, but not both. Because of this, it is technically possible for a student to
read a frustration-level text in terms of oral reading accuracy with better than frustration-
level comprehension. In fact, a recent study by Riddle Buly and Valencia (2002), found
that a number of students fit this profile, with remarkably good comprehension despite

significant problems with word decoding. Second, limited understanding is not the same
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as no understanding. So the real question in this case is: if a student is assessed as having
less than 50 percent comprehension for a given text, what does the up to 50 percent
comprehension contain? Hunt (1970) argues this point eloquently, saying that a few ideas
important to the reader can be more important than all the ideas important to the teacher.
And third, on a related note, the very notion of assigning a percentage score to represent
the amount that a reader comprehends from reading a text seems problematic, suggesting
a need for a more qualitative look at students’ understanding of the texts they choose to
read.

Question 4: What are students’ perceptions of the difficulty of their chosen, frustration-
level texts?

Numerous studies have addressed students’ perceptions of their own reading
ability, finding that older readers tend to be more realistic and less optimistic in their self-
assessments than younger readers are (see Pressley, 2006 for a summary of this research).
However, only a small number of studies have looked directly at students’ perceptions of
text readability or difficulty. O’Hear and Ramsey (1990) worked with college students to
find out whether there was a match between student perception of reading ease and actual
readability of three different college composition texts. By comparing student ratings on
a Likert scale with analysis from five commonly used readability formulas, they found
large discrepancies between student perceptions and formula estimations. In a subsequent
study, Ramsey (1994) again examined college students’ perceptions of readability of
upper-level college composition texts and found that their perceptions were not aligned
with readability determinations based on Flesch (1948) and Fry (1977) readability

formulas. The only study on this topic that involved elementary students is Fleming’s
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(1967) investigation of fifth graders’ perceptions of text difficulty. Using 32 passages at
different readability levels and on different topics, Fleming found little consistency in the
students’ ratings of materials as easy or hard. For all of these studies, it is important to
note that the identified discrepancies between measured readability and perceived
difficulty may derive from several sources: inaccuracies in student perceptions,
inaccuracies of readability formulas, or differences between general readability and
relative difficulty for a particular reader.

Although there is little research on this topic, it has some potentially important
practical and theoretical implications. Knowing whether or not students are able to
accurately assess a text’s difficulty for them would be useful information for teachers and
researchers alike.

Question 5: What are students’ affective experiences with reading these difficult texts
independently? In other words, are self-selected, frustration-level texts actually
“frustrating,” or are students able to enjoy them?

Since Betts first coined the term “frustration-level,” probably the strongest
argument against engaging students with difficult texts is that they will cause some
degree of mental and physiological stress to the readers who must struggle to read them.
However, despite the prevalence of this argument, there is actually very little evidence to
support the connections between levels of difficulty — as measured by rates of oral
reading errors and comprehension — and frustration. When Betts created the original
framework in the 1940s, he established categories and assigned characteristics to each of
them without testing their validity. In the more than 60 years that have passed since then,

few studies have attempted to directly validate the assumed, affective aspects of the
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frustration reading level. In fact, most of the literature in this area comes from a small
series of studies in the 1970s.

Ekwall, Solis, and Solis (1973) used a polygraph to measure children’s
physiological responses to the potentially stress-inducing situations of reading passages at
progressively higher levels of readability. Working with a sample of 62 third, fourth, and
fifth graders, they compared the students’ rate of comprehension for each passage with
the polygraph measures of blood pressure, heartbeat, breathing rate, and perspiration that
would indicate an emotional reaction. They found that most children were not actually
physiologically frustrated at the SO percent comprehension level identified by Betts
(1946). This finding was particularly true of poor readers. However, some of the higher
ability readers in their sample showed signs of frustration even when they were reading at
comprehension levels higher than 50 percent, possibly because of their high self-
concepts.

In a related study, Davis (1975) also used the polygraph to measure frustration,
but he focused both on comprehension and on oral reading errors. His goal was to test the
accuracy of Betts’ frustration level benchmarks of 50 percent or less comprehension and
90 percent or less oral reading accuracy. Using Spache’s (1963) Diagnostic Reading
Scales, Davis measured oral reading accuracy on leveled passages and comprehension of
passage-specific questions. He found that students’ polygraph indications of frustration
were aligned with a mean comprehension error rate of 58.39% (SD = 21.64%),
suggesting a corresponding comprehension rate of 41.61% that is quite a bit lower than
Betts’ 50% criterion. Regarding oral reading accuracy, Davis found that when repetitions

were counted as errors, Betts’ 10 percent error rate corresponded fairly well with
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polygraph indications of frustration. However, when repetitions were not counted as
errors, polygraph readings generally indicated frustration before students reached the 10
percent error rate.

The third article in this series of polygraph studies (Davis & Ekwall, 1976) used
the same dataset as the previous one, but it included personality type as a student variable
to determine the nature of the apparent individual differences in frustration level. The
authors reported that 87% of their sample of third, fourth, and fifth grade students
reached polygraph frustration at a level of about 6-9 percent oral reading errors. The
group of students who did not get frustrated at that level — and in many cases until nearly
twice that level — did not cluster along the individual variables of gender, age, or
intellectual ability, but they did share a certain personality profile, described as a
“restricted” mode of perception (p. 452). According to the authors, individuals in this
category are characterized by the tendency to persist with initial perceptions, a lack of
imagination, and a failure to consider multiple, possible solutions to a problem: “For him
there are no ambiguities. If the first perceived solution does not work, the fault is with the
problem, not with the rigid adherence to the first option for a solution” (Davis & Ekwall,
1976, p. 452). The authors concluded that, “for most children, reading passages for
instructional purposes must be no more difficult than to allow for about 5% oral reading
errors” (p. 453). However, it is important to note that this study only uses assigned
passages, so the results are not directly generalizable to reading in choice settings.

As this last statement suggests, one possible limitation of the Betts framework
that merits further investigation is that the reading levels are meant to apply to reader-text

matches writ large, without much consideration of context. Although the descriptions of
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the levels do mention the amount of external support required for successful reading, the
overall framework foregrounds the relationship between a reader’s ability and a text’s
readability, overlooking the possible influences of factors such as choice and purpose.
Regarding frustration-level texts in particular, it seems possible that these factors help
determine whether or not a reading experience will be frustrating for a given reader, even
beyond the role of the text’s readability. This point becomes critically important when
we consider the research base that supports the role of choice in student motivation and
performance. Hunt (1970) emphasized the importance of choice when he described
situations in which a reader may be able to transcend the frustration level:

When the classroom atmosphere encourages self-selection, usual reading level

performances become less meaningful. This author has watched many readers

spend many rewarding moments with material which by any standard inventory

would be classified as too difficult. (p. 148)
He goes further to argue that, when a student “has chosen the material to read because of
personal interest, he can break many of the barriers” (p. 148). On a related note, Dzaldov
and Peterson (2005) have argued that restricting choices to leveled texts may actually
“dampen students’ motivation to read” (p. 223). And Donovan and her colleagues (2000)
suggest that “access to difficult informational texts may have provided at least some
children the opportunity to develop, or enhance, intrinsic motivation to read that is so
important to successful reading achievement” (p. 329-330).
Summary

As this review of the literature illustrates, some important questions remain

regarding the role of text difficulty in the reading process, particularly in the case of self-
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selected, independent reading. Further research in this area is important, given the
frequency with which teachers appear, based on my observations and experiences, to
apply Betts’ framework to make instructional decisions. And it seems especially
important in light of the fact that the evidentiary base for the framework does not seem to
warrant its current ubiquitous use or the strict adherence with which it is usually applied.
In other words, although Betts’ framework and its subsequent revisions and applications
have created distinct categories of reading level and defined them with specific
percentages of reading accuracy, knowledge about students’ actual reading at each of
these levels is considerably fuzzier. This study was intended to strengthen the research
base related to reading and text difficulty by finding out more about students’ reasons for
and experiences with reading texts of varying levels of difficulty, especially frustration-
level texts.
Theoretical Framework

Having reviewed the relevant research literature, I now describe some of the
theoretical ideas that are important to this study. These theories informed the design of
the study, and they are also helpful in defining a set of central constructs. Specifically, I
outline some of the major theoretical works that have influenced my thinking in relation
to each of the three main constructs under consideration in this study: reading

comprehension, text difficulty, and motivation to read.

Reading Comprehension

For a term that seems like it should be self-explanatory, “reading comprehension”
has been theorized in a variety of different ways; there are numerous models of reading

comprehension processes as well as ongoing conversations about what actually counts as
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comprehension and how it can be measured. As one scholar put it, “Understanding and
comprehension are everyday terms, useful, but imprecise” (Kintsch, 2004, p. 1270).
Different theoretical models of reading comprehension put varying degrees of emphasis
on a reader’s cognitive and perceptual processes (e.g., LaBerge and Samuels, 1974;
Gough, 1972; Rumelhart, 1994); text structure (e.g., Kintsch, 2004); reader-text
interactions (e.g., Rosenblatt, 1978; 1994); readers’ affective factors, such as attitude,
motivation, and interest (e.g. Mathewson, 1976, 1985, 1994); and social and instructional
contexts (e.g., Ruddell and Unrau, 2004). For any study that focuses on reading
comprehension, then, it is important to be clear about which model or models of
comprehension inform the research and what implications they have for the study’s
design, implementation, and analysis. This study draws heavily on one particular model
of comprehension, developed by the RAND Reading Study Group (2002).

The RAND Reading Study Group was a 14-member panel funded by the United
States Department of Education’s Office of Educational Research and Improvement
(OERI). The group’s task was to review the existing research literature related to reading
comprehension and to propose a set o.f “strategic guidelines for a long-term research and
development program supporting the improvement of reading comprehension” (RAND,
2002, p. iii). The second chapter of the report offers a formal, detailed definition of
reading comprehension, which serves as the foundation for their proposed research
agenda. The report defines reading comprehension as “the process of simultaneously
extracting and constructing meaning through interaction and involvement with written
language” (p. 11). By this definition, the text itself is important but insufficient for

determining reading comprehension. The report goes on to describe a model of reading
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comprehension that includes three main elements: “the reader, the text, and the activity or
purpose for reading” (RAND, 2002, p. xiii). A fourth element of the RAND model is the
sociocultural context in which readers engage with texts and make meaning from them.
The three other components — reader, text, and activity — are said to exist and interrelate
within this broader, sociocultural context “that shapes and is shaped by the reader and
that interacts with each of the elements iteratively throughout the process of reading”
(2002, p. xiii).

The influence of the RAND model on this study is evident in several important
ways. First, the depiction of reading comprehension as being comprised of three
interrelated components — reader, text, and activity — is reflected in the study’s multiple
focuses on student characteristics, text characteristics, and purposes and instructional
contexts. Second, each of the three components is considered as a complex construct
rather than as a one-dimensional item. For example, the term “reader” is understood to
include not just generalized reading ability, but also the interest, motivation, knowledge,
skills, and experiences that individual readers bring to bear on the act of reading specific
texts. Second, the model presupposes that meaning resides not solely in the text itself but
in more complex interactions between readers and texts, relative to the varied activities in
which reading occurs. And finally, just as the model prioritizes the sociocultural context
that surrounds the reading process, the study is grounded in the daily life of individual
classrooms, where individual students’ interactions with texts are influenced by aspects

of the surrounding physical, social, and instructional environment.

31



Text Difficulty

As mentioned in the earlier literature review, Betts’ (1946) framework of
independent, instructional, and frustration reading levels serves as this study’s primary
theoretical foundation for the construct of text difficulty. Because this framework has
already been discussed in some detail, it will not be addressed further in this section,
which first focuses on the broader topic of task difficulty and then moves to issues related
specifically to reading.

Much of the research related to task difficulty has been in the field of psychology
and has focused on finding out what level of challenge — or task demand - individuals are
willing to take on (e.g., Atkinson & Feather, 1966; Sagie, 1993; Spence & Helmreich,
1983; Weiner, 1972). This body of literature will be discussed further in the upcoming
section dealing with motivation to read. Other research has focused on relationships
between task difficulty and adverse outcomes such as problem behavior (e.g., Jones,
Lignugaris/Kraft, & Peterson, 2007; Vaughn & Horner, 1997).

In the area of task difficulty, the theoretical ideas that have influenced this study
most directly come from the work of psychologist Lev Vygostky (1978), who forwarded
important theories about task difficulty and learning. He posited that learning can actually
lead development; tasks that require children to do things they cannot already do can
actually spur their development in related areas. Vygotsky argued that learning takes
place in a zone of proximal development (ZPD), which he defined as “the distance
between the actual developmental level as determined by independent problem solving
and the level of potential development as determined through problem solving under

adult guidance, or in collaboration with more capable peers” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 86). As

32



this definition suggests, Vygotsky was keenly interested in the role that social
interactions play in individual learning. In the more than 70 years since his death in 1934,
Vygotsky’s ideas have continued to exert a strong influence on educational theory and
practice, notably through the work of a number of scholars who have interpreted, tested,
critiqued, and extended his theories. Two such scholars, Carol D. Lee and Peter
Smagorinsky, have described some of the key assumptions about learners and learning
that underlie Vygotstky’s notion of the ZPD:

The capacity to learn is not finite and bounded. Rather, the potential for learning

is an ever-shifting range of possibilities that are dependent on what the cultural

novice already knows, the nature of the problem to be solved or the task to be
learned, the activity structures in which learning takes place, and the quality of

this person’s interaction with others.” (Lee & Smagorinsky, 2000, p. 2)

In other words, an individual’s capacity for learning and the context in which learning
takes place are inextricably linked.

Although Vygotsky was strongly interested in the role of language and literacy in
individual learning and development, his work does not specifically address reading and
text difficulty. However, his ideas have clear parallels to Betts’ (1946) framework of
reading levels, particularly the idea of the instructional level, which includes texts that an
individual can read and understand with some form of assistance. In addition, the concept
of a zone of proximal development has been adopted directly by publishers of
educational materials that advocate ability-readability matching, as in the popular
program Accelerated Reader, which describes the ZPD as “the range of books that will

challenge a child without causing frustration or loss of motivation” (Renaissance
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Learning, 2007, p. 4). And finally, with its depiction of connections among learners and
activities and its firm grounding in larger, social contexts, Vygotsky’s notion of the ZPD
shares some clear similarities with the RAND (2002) model of reading comprehension
described earlier. As a result, although Vygotsky was not specifically interested in
children’s performance reading texts of certain levels in certain contexts, his ideas are
still helpful in informing our notions of text difficulty.

In relation to this study, Vygotsky’s ideas have significant implications. If we
accept his assertion that learning takes place when a child engages in an activity that
requires her to achieve beyond what she can do independently, then the very notion of
independent reading may be problematic in some ways, depending on the presumed and
desired outcomes of independent reading time. The view that moderately challenging
tasks lead to learning assumes that the learner will be receiving some form of support or
scaffolding from a “more capable” individual, such as an adult or a skilled peer. As
Pressley and his colleagues explain:

The risk in giving students moderately difficult tasks is that sometimes a student

may be stumped. Rather than leave the student to flounder when confronted with

a task that he or she cannot do, the teacher can ‘scaffold’ him or her (Wood,

Bruner, & Ross, 1976), providing enough support so that the student can begin to

make progress... Students can almost always have success with moderately

difficult tasks with sufficient support — that is, with the kinds of tasks that allow
them to see they can solve challenging problems and come to understand
challenging material. (Pressley, Dolezal, Raphael, Mohan, Roehrig, & Bogner,

2003, p. 24)
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If learning takes place in situations that include moderate challenge, social interactions
and skilled assistance, then any potential benefits of reading more difficult texts may be
called into question, particularly when the reading is done independently and without
direct, instructional support. If a student is left to his own devices when it comes to
choosing and reading a text, what forms of support are available to help him negotiate the
situation and make sense of the text, especially a difficult text? Lee and Smagorinsky
(2000) offer some insights into this issue, arguing that learning is “inherently social, even
when others are not physically present” and that “language becomes the primary medium
for learning, meaning construction, and cultural transmission and transformation” (p. 2).
These two statements suggest the possibility that the language of the texts themselves
may serve as a medium for learning and that an author may even be able to serve as a
more capable other by providing scaffolds for understanding within the text. These ideas
and others will be explored further in Chapter 5 of this dissertation.

Although it appears possible that textual scaffolds may be able to aid readers in
making sense of difficult texts, the practice of classroom-based independent reading has
faced both theoretical and empirical challenges. Some scholars have argued based on
principle and on supporting evidence that academic feedback is essential for improving
achievement (e.g., Gage & Berliner, 1992; Zahorik, 1987). In addition, although studies
have found that recreational reading amount in general contributes to reading
achievement (e.g., R. C. Anderson et al., 1988), experimental studies have thus far failed
to find a positive effect on reading achievement for classroom-based independent reading
as compared to traditional reading instruction (e.g., National Reading Panel, 2000).

Despite these challenges, however, independent reading remains a common and popular
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practice in elementary classrooms. One of the aims of this study is to find out more about
students’ experiences with difficult reading tasks in the absence of instructional
scaffolding and social interaction.

Motivation to Read

Aé with the previous construct of text difficulty, I lead into the discussion of
motivation to read with a brief discussion of motivation more generally, focusing on one
specific approach that is especially relevant to this study: the expectancy x value model.
This model is based on the more formal theoretical work of a number of scholars in the
area of achievement motivation, dealing with individual differences in the tendency to
achieve or to pursue success (e.g., Atkinson, 1958; Atkinson & Raynor, 1974; Eccles,
1983; Spence & Helmreich, 1983). According to expectancy x value theory, individual
behavior, specifically the tendency to achieve, is the product of expectations of success or
failure and dispositional tendencies toward approaching success or avoiding failure, as
determined by a combination of intrinsic and extrinsic motives and a mixture of affective
and cognitive factors (Spence & Helmreich, 1983). In other words, a person’s decision to
undertake a particular task will be influenced by her general tendencies to desire success
and to avoid failure, and by how probable she perceives success or failure at the task at
hand.

In this way, the theory depicts behavior as the product of both relatively stable
personality characteristics and situational perceptions. As such, people’s choices and
behaviors related to achievement are a complex mixture of “interacting motives that vary
in strength and saliency across individuals, and within individuals, across situations”

(Spence & Helmreich, 1983, p. 17). Additionally, Eccles (1983) asserts that in
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considering expectations of success and the value of achievement, individuals act based
not on the reality of their experiences, but on their perceptions of them. She explains:

...it is not reality itself (i.e., past successes or failures) that most directly

determines children’s expectancies, values, and behavior, but rather the

interpretation of that reality. The influence of reality on achievement outcomes
and future goals is assumed to be mediated by causal attributional patterns for
success and failure, the input of socializers, perceptions of one’s own needs,
values, and sex-role identity, as well as perceptions of the characteristics of the
task. Each of these factors plays a role in determining the expectancy and value
associated with a particular task. Expectancy and value in turn, influence a whole
range of achievement-related behaviors, e.g., choice of the activity, intensity of

the effort expended, and actual performance (p. 79-81).

The last sentence in this quotation hints at an important application of the expectancy x
value model, which is to help predict the difficulty level of tasks that an individual is
likely to choose to pursue. Studies have generally found that people prefer tasks at an
intermediate level of difficulty (e.g., Weiner, 1972).

For the purposes of this study, I have chosen to focus on a more general
expectancy x value model, advocated by Brophy (2004), which is based on the more
formal theory explicated above but is intended to apply to a broader range of learning
situations. As Brophy (2004) explains, “applications of the more specific theory are
usually limited to achievement situations that call for meeting clear standards of
excellence” (p. 22). Because this study focuses on classroom-based independent reading,

which is not a typical achievement situation, the broader expectancy x value model is an
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appropriate fit. It allows us to interpret individuals’ behavior in a situation for which
there are no set expectations of success and no clear definitions of failure. Expectations
of success are therefore tied to more fluid and personalized notions of success. The more
general model also allows for a broader conception of the term “value,” which can
include not only the degree to which students value successful outcomes, but also the
degree to which they value the process of engaging in the task (Brophy, 2004).

In particular, the expectancy x value model as an overarching framework can
make some specific, important contributions to investigations of students’ reading
behaviors. First, it reminds us of the importance of focusing not just on students’ actual
reading performance but also on their perceptions of their own reading abilities. Some
research suggests that this distinction is especially important when dealing with young
readers, who tend to be overly optimistic about their abilities (Chapman & Tunmer, 1995;
see also Pressley, 2006, for a review). In the context of this particular study, the
expectancy x value model shaped the methodological decision to include numerous
opportunities for students to express their own ideas about their reading abilities and
performance, because this information is viewed as centrally important to understanding
reading behaviors such as text choice, task persistence, and task enjoyment. As will be
seen in later chapters, the theory also informs the analysis and interpretation of data
related to motivation and text difficulty.

Second, the expectancy x value model suggests two different roles that motivation
might play in students’ reading: 1) as an input, in terms of ways that it influences
students’ decisions about what texts to select and read; and 2) as an outcome, in terms of

ways that it is affected by students’ reading experiences with different texts. In the first
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instance, motivation as an input could lead students to choose texts that offer a reasonable
chance of success and that carry some value for the reader, such as interesting
information or desired social interactions. The difficulty of a particular text would likely
influence students’ expectations of success, and it may also affect the value they attribute
to the text. For example, for the first grade students in Bass’ (2006) study, the challenging
nature of the chapter books they read led students to value them as status symbols. In the
second case, motivation as an outcome may be seen in the ways that a reading experience
shapes students’ sense of competence to interact with future texts and their evolving
beliefs about the value of reading more generally. The role of text difficulty in these
situations may be to mediate the connection between reading and motivation, although
the nature of this relationship is unclear. For example, Betts (1946) described difficult
texts as leading to students feeling “worried and unhappy” (p. 448), while Pehrsson
(1994) has suggested that challenging texts are actually more effective than easier texts at
helping children develop a sense of accomplishment and a desire to engage in additional
reading experiences. The key to this relationship between reading experiences and
motivation as an outcome may be the degree to which the reader views the reading
experience to have been successful, given that success motivates by increasing students’
self-efficacy (see Pressley et al., 2003, for a review).

This last point suggests the importance of engaging students in reading
experiences that will be successful and therefore motivating. However, it is important to
note that the very idea of what makes a reading experience successful is still up for
debate. While teachers and other adults may define successful reading as accurate and

- =

fluent, with good comprehension, young readers may have different ideas. In particular,
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they may or may not have the same perceptions of a text’s difficulty — and their own
“success” at reading it — as a teacher might determine through traditional methods and
assessments. This study aimed to examine motivation in both of these roles — as an input
and as an outcome — in order to learn more about why students chose the texts they did
and what role text difficulty played in determining whether a student judged a reading
experience to be successful and motivating. To this end, the expectancy x value model of
motivation influenced the design of the study by suggesting the inclusion of measures of
students’ perceptions of reading ability, text difficulty, and the value of reading.
Summary

The preceding sections have offered some broad theories in the areas of reading
comprehension, text difficulty, and motivation to read. Each of these ideas has informed
this study, in terms of the research questions, study design, and data analysis. The RAND
model of reading comprehension draws our attention simultaneously to the reader, the
text, the activity, and the sociocultural context. Vygotsky’s notion of a zone of proximal
development requires us to look both at text difficulty and at the textual, interactional,
and instructional scaffolds that may support students in their attempts to read difficult
texts independently. The expectancy x value model of motivation requires us to look at
the ways that motivation influences and is influenced by students’ text choices and
reading experiences. Individually, these different theories have specific implications for
the design and implementation of the study; taken together, they help form a foundation
that grounds the work in a complex network of relationships between students, texts, and

the varied activities of the classroom setting.
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CHAPTER 3: METHODS
Overview

To assess student reading ability and motivation to read, all students in the sample
completed a standardized reading test and a written survey of reading motivation. Written
reading logs were used to collect information about students’ daily reading choices and
reading experiences. Reading test scores and information from the logs were then used to
help identify occasions in which students appeared to have chosen texts that may have
been at their frustration level, based on an apparent mismatch between text readability
and student reading ability. For each of these identified occasions, students then
participated in a series of short, one-on-one assessments and a follow-up interview. The
text-specific assessments provided information about students’ oral reading accuracy and
comprehension for the difficult texts they had read. The interviews gathered additional
qualitative information about the nature of students’ experiences with their chosen texts,
including their understanding of them and their enjoyment of them. In order to have a
point of comparison, I also identified a parallel occasion for each student in which he or
she appeared to have selected an independent-level text. Each of the text-specific
measures was then used for the easier text as well. In some instances, when an
independent-level match was not identified from the set of texts a student had chosen, the
student was asked to choose from a small set of easier texts provided by the researchers.

To address the five research questions outlined earlier, this study used a mixed
methods design and multiple data sources. Johnson and Onwuegbuzie (2004) have
defined mixed methods research as “the class of research where the researcher mixes or

combines quantitative and qualitative research techniques, methods, approaches,
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concepts, or language into a single study” (p. 17). This approach was selected because it
seemed to be an appropriate fit for the research questions under consideration, which call
for a combination of deductive and inductive work. The quantitative data sources offer
opportunities for statistical analyses and hypothesis testing, while the qualitative data
help to flesh out the numbers with more detailed information and the potential for
describing some illustrative cases. The remainder of this chapter offers more detailed
descriptions of the sample, data sources, and procedures.
Study Context and Sample Description

The focus of this study was on second grade students’ text choices during
classroom-based independent reading time. The target grade level, the study context, and
the sample size were chosen based on several determinations related to the content of the
study.
Grade Level

Second grade classrooms were chosen for several reasons. Because oral reading
accuracy is an important part of this study, it was important that students be old enough
to be good decoders, but still not perfect decoders. Second grade was therefore chosen
because it is an important transitional year in students’ reading skill development, with
many children moving from word-by-word decoding toward more fluent reading (e.g.,
International Reading Association, 1998; Juel, Griffith, & Gough, 1986; Pressley, 2006).
Because choice is also a central focus of this study, it was important to work in
classrooms with a diverse range of available texts. Second grade fit this criterion as well,

because it often marks a transitional point in text complexity, as readers move from
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simple decodable or predictable books to complex picture books, detailed informational
texts, and even chapter books.
Classroom Context

The decision to situate the study within the context of daily classroom practice
was driven by a desire to ensure that the collected data would reflect actual classroom
activities and experiences as much as possible. In addition, because one purpose of the
study was to examine students’ motivations for choosing and reading particular texts, it
was important to ensure as high a degree of authenticity of choice as possible. A number
of specific steps were taken to limit constraints on students’ text choices and to increase
the likelihood that text choices would reflect students’ actual text preferences. First,
classrooms were selected through purposive sampling, such that each participating
classroom afforded its students frequent opportunities of “free” choices of materials for
independent reading. To meet this goal, a set of classroom selection criteria was created
to address three factors: 1) classroom library inventory, 2) reading time, and 3) choice
environment.

Regarding library inventory, in order to be selected, classrooms had to have a
minimum of 25 titles per student and a variety of different types of texts according to
genre, format, and difficulty. This stipulation was intended to guarantee that students
would be able to find texts that were genuinely appealing to them. For reading time,
classrooms were only selected if they offered students between 20 and 30 minutes of self-
selected, independent reading time at least three times each week. This requirement was
put in place to ensure that students participating in the study, which took place in the

spring, would be familiar and comfortable with classroom independent reading routines
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and procedures by the time data was collected. In terms of choice environment, teachers
were asked to allow students to choose freely from the entire selection of available texts
in the classroom library. By removing any existing guidelines or restrictions based on
things like genre and difficulty, I hoped to reduce choice constraints to the limitations of
the library inventory. It is important to emphasize here that the free choice environment
itself was not the focus of the study. Rather, these steps were taken in the hopes of
establishing an idealized context in which students chose from a diversity of texts, so that
their choices closely approximated what they might have chosen in a similar or an even
less restrictive setting.
Sample

For several reasons, it was important that this study involve multiple classrooms.
First, because social factors often play a role in individual students’ text choices (e.g.,
Bass, 2006; Halladay, 2006), multiple classroom contexts were necessary for observing a
range of text choices and behaviors. For example, because peers can influence the
choices of their classmates, a single classroom may not reflect much diversity in reading
behaviors. Second, because characteristics of classroom libraries — including the texts
they contain and the way they are organized — also impact individual choices, it was
necessary to have several different libraries represented. Third, because gender has also
been shown to be an important factor in student reading behavior (e.g., Childress, 1985),
the sample needed to be large enough to allow for gender to be considered as an
independent variable. With the sample composed of occasions in which students chose
difficult texts, the goal was to have a sample of 40 occasions, each for an individual

student, which would offer approximately 20 occasions per gender. A classroom sample
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size of five classrooms was estimated to be sufficient for identifying the target number of
40 occasions.

To begin recruiting the five participating classrooms, several potential school
districts were identified, largely based on their geographic proximity to the University.
Information about the study was sent via e-mail to teachers, principals, and district
administrators with whom I had had previous contact through research projects or field
supervision experiences. This approach was appropriate because the sample of
classrooms was meant to be purposive, with classrooms required to meet the set of
criteria described earlier in this chapter. These selection criteria were therefore the only
considerations used to identify classrooms.

When a teacher expressed interest in participating in the study, I made a
preliminary visit to the classroom to meet the teacher and to get more information about
the classroom library and about the structure of the students’ classroom independent
reading time. These preliminary visits served the dual purposes of giving the teachers
more information about the study and checking to see whether the classroom met the
selection criteria. At each visit, I completed an informal inventory of the classroom
library, taking detailed notes on the number, diversity, and organization of available texts.
I made preliminary visits to five classrooms, all of which met the criteria and qualified
for participation the study. This high rate of recruiting success is likely due to the fact
that recruitment materials had included the list of selection criteria. Teachers may have
only responded if they believed they would qualify for participation in the study.

The five participating second-grade classrooms were located in four different

elementary schools, representing three school districts on the outskirts of a mid-size
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Midwestern city. Although this study is not directly concerned with demographic
variables other than gender, some contextual information seems appropriate. Table 3.1
offers some school-level data for student socioeconomic status and English Language
Arts achievement testing scores.

Table 3.1. Race, socioeconomic status, and achievement data by school.

Classrooms Enrollmenta Free/Redl:)ced ELA .
Lunch Proficiency
White Black Hispanic Asian/Pacific
Islander
A&B 4% 1.6% 3.8% 2.2% 29.3% 80.8%
C 917% 18% 4 0% 2.5% 24 .4% 80.0%
D 305% 184% 85% 42 6% 38.1% 759%
E 656% 5.4% 3.9% 251% 12.4% 95.5%

? Enrollment ethnicity data (National Center for Education Statistics, 2008) are from the

Common Core of Data (CCD) for the 2005-2006 school year. b Free and Reduced lunch
data (Michigan Department of Education, 2008a) reflect the percentage of enrolled

students in the 2007-2008 school year who qualified for free or reduced lunch. “ELA
Proficiency (Michigan Department of Education, 2008b) represents the percentage of 3™-

5" grade students in the school who achieved proficiency on the English Language Arts
section of the Michigan Education Assessment Program (MEAP) for the 2007-2008
school year.

Parents and guardians of all students in the five participating classrooms were
asked to provide informed consent for their children’s participation in the study. Out of
the 103 students who received consent forms, 72 returned signed consent forms and were
included in the initial sample, which consisted of 36 boys and 36 girls. Two students,
both girls from the same classroom, were later removed from the sample because they

were English Language Learners whose limited proficiency in English made the one-on-

one assessments nearly impossible. The final sample, then, consisted of 70 second-grade
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students, of whom 36 were boys (51.4%) and 34 were girls (48.6%). Parents of several of
the students declined to provide their child’s age, but for the students for whom age data
was available (n = 63), ages ranged from 87 months to 107 months (M =95.51,SD =

4 .45). No other demographic information was collected for individual students. Because
of variations in class size and return rate, the final sample of 70 students was not
distributed evenly across the five participating classrooms. Table 3.2 shows the sample
distribution across classrooms.

Table 3.2. Sample distribution across participating classrooms.

Classroom Consented Students Total %
Students  participating
Boys Girls Total
A 11 8 19 24 79.2%
B 9 12 21 24 87.5%
C 5 4 9 18 50.0%
D 4 3 7 17 41.2%
E 7 7 14 20 70.0%
Total 36 34 70 103 68.0%

Classroom Libraries

Overall, the five classroom libraries were quite similar in their contents and
organization, diminishing the likelihood that these aspects of the classroom setting would
lead to any significant classroom-level effects on students’ reading choices. The selection
criteria were designed to achieve a level of uniformity across classrooms, thus limiting
the number of factors that could be seen as contributing to differences in student

behavior. Although the classroom context is certainly an important part of student
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behavior and student learning, data analysis for this study did not focus on differences
between classrooms. Because of the high degree of similarity among libraries in the
participating classrooms, I describe them as a group, focusing on their clear similarities
rather on their subtle differences.

Inventory. All five classroom libraries met the minimum criterion of 25 titles per
student. Exact numbers of texts were not counted, but detailed estimates suggest that
library inventories ranged from a low of approximately 720 texts to a high of more than
1430 texts. One teacher had recently received a grant of $1,000 from her school district’s
education foundation to purchase new books, labels, and bins for her classroom. In
another class, the students did their daily reading time outside of the regular classroom, in
a large multipurpose room with a vast collection of texts shared by all of the second and
grade classrooms in the school. The largest library was in the classroom of a veteran
teacher who admitted that her sizable collection was the product of decades of gradual
work and steady accumulation.

In addition to offering a large number of texts, all of the classroom libraries also
offered a broad range of reading materials, including different formats, genres, and levels
of difficulty. Students could choose from a wide selection of picture books, transitional
readers, chapter books, and informational texts. Libraries also contained smaller
selections of materials such as simple decodable texts, poetry collections, rhyming books,
magazines, and reference books. Two classrooms had some graphic novels and comic
books, and one even had a small collection of newspapers and greeting cards.

In all of the classrooms, the sizable collections of diverse texts were grouped

largely by genre, author, topic, theme, and series. For example, books were generally
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arranged in bins with category labels such as “Mystery,” “Dr. Seuss,” “Science: Biomes
and Plants,” “Celebrations,” or “Magic Tree House.” Most of the classrooms also had at
least one area where thematically linked texts were displayed on a rotating basis,
generally in connection to topics of classroom study, such as a content area topic (e.g.,
frogs, soil) or an author or genre study (e.g., fairy tales, the Amelia Bedelia series).
Several of the classrooms also had some portion of the texts organized either by
readability level or by a reasonable proxy of readability. For instance, one classroom had
two bins of “Level 2” books, which were leveled readers written at a second grade
reading level; another class had a small set of shelves with bins labeled by the color-
coded levels of the Reading Recovery leveling system (Clay, 1993b); and a third
classroom had two bins labeled “quick reads,” which were filled with shorter texts that
could be read in one sitting. On the whole, the classroom libraries were highly similar in
terms of the number, diversity, and organization of available texts.

Reading Time. All of the classrooms offered regular periods of independent
reading time, usually as part of a daily reading workshop block. Because it was part of a
larger instructional block, the actual reading time tended to vary a bit, depending on how
much time was spent on other block components, such as minilessons and guided reading
groups. One classroom offered 25 minutes of silent reading time directly after lunch. On
average, though, based on informal observations and conversations with teachers,
students in all of the classrooms spent approximately 20 minutes each day on self-
selected, independent reading.

Choice Environment. All five teachers were asked to remind students at the

beginning of each independent reading period to choose freely from the collection of
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available texts, in order to increase the chances that students’ choices reflected their
actual preferences as much as possible. All five teachers agreed to offer their students
unlimited free choice, within the obvious constraints of the classroom library inventory.
For some, this approach was very consistent with their daily routines. For example, one
teacher said that she always offered free choice and that she downplayed the role of text
difficulty in favor of factors like interest and prior knowledge, encouraging students to
actively monitor their understanding as a way to evaluate a text’s appropriateness for
them. Another teacher also offered free choice, commenting that she did not teach her
students book choice skills or offer them suggestions for evaluating a text’s
appropriateness. A third teacher used a reading workshop approach and offered her
students free choice from the classroom library in addition to direct instruction in book
selection, encouraging students to choose based on a range of factors including interest,
prior knowledge, and difficulty. For other teachers, the practice of allowing free choice

represented a bit of a departure from their regular routines. One teacher explained that her

students “mainly pick by high interest” and that they use the 5-finger method1 “usually
but not always.” Another teacher also used this method — her classroom had a posted list
of guidelines for choosing a “just right” text, which included an instruction to “choose
books that you think you will enjoy. Put books back that are too hard (5 finger test).” In
addition, her classroom contained another sign near the bookshelves that offered sets of

questions to help students decide if books were “too easy,” “just right,” or “too hard.”

The list of questions for “too hard” read as follows:

This 5-finger method is a practice commonly used in elementary classrooms to help students determine

for themselves whether or not a book is too difficult for them. The method involves reading a sample page
from a text while keeping track of any unknown words you encounter by counting them on your fingers. If
there are more than 5 unknown words on a single page, then the book is judged to be too difficult.
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Are there more than 5 words on a page that you don’t know?

Are you confused about what is happening in this book?

When you read, does it sound pretty choppy?
This teacher also mentioned that when students picked books that were “too challenging”
based on the 5-finger rule, she helped them find a different book to read. On the whole,
teachers’ practices were highly similar in the degree of free choice they typically offered
their students, and all five teachers agreed to encourage free choice during the data
collection period. There were some slight differences in the amount of guidance teachers
offered to their students, particularly in the level of emphasis they placed on text
difficulty. Although all five teachers had similar practices and agreed to offer and support
free choice during the course of this studys, it is still possible that some students were
influenced by the standard procedures that they had learned and practiced during the
earlier part of the school year.

Data Collection

Reading Ability

To get a general measure of reading ability, each student completed two subtests
from the Level 2 Gates-MacGinitie Reading Test (GMRT-4; MacGinitie, MacGinitie,
Maria, Dreyer, & Hughes, 2002), a norm-referenced assessment that can be administered
in a group setting. The Level 2 GMRT-4 contains three subtests: Word Decoding, Word
Knowledge, and Comprehension. For this study, only the Word Decoding and
Comprehension subtests were used, because those are the constructs that align most
closely with standard reading level criteria, as seen in Betts’ original framework and in

commercially-available IRIs. The Word Decoding subtest consists of 43 items that
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require students to look at a picture and then choose one of four orthographically similar
words that best matches the picture. Students were given 20 minutes to complete this
subtest. The Comprehension subtest consists of 39 items that require students to read
short stories and non-fiction passages and then choose one of three pictures that best
matches the corresponding written segment. Students were given 35 minutes to complete
this subtest. The GMRT-4 has been shown to have good reliability and validity, including
internal consistency reliability of .97 for the Level 2 tests (Johnson, 2005). Content
validity has been established through item response methods, and concurrent validity is
inferred from high score correlations with the Third Edition of the GMRT (MacGinitie &
MacGinitie, 1998), which has been shown to be highly correlated with a number of other

reading tests (Johnson, 2005; MacGinitie & MacGinitie, 1989). Raw scores can be

converted to Grade Equivalent scores or to Lexi]e2 readability scores, facilitating
comparisons between student reading ability and text readability.

When signed consent forms started being returned, arrangements were made for
administering the GMRT-4. The Level 2 version of the GMRT-4 is available in two
different forms (S and T), and it has alternate form reliability of .95 (Johnson, 2005).
Because this reliability is relatively high, it was not necessary to balance the test form
randomly across the sample, so all students within classrooms took the same form of the
test, either S or T. Teachers were given the choice of either administering the GMRT-4
subtests themselves or having me visit their classroom to administer it. Three of the

teachers chose to have me administer the test; in the other two classrooms, the classroom

The Lexile framework is a single scale that can be used as a quantitative measure of both text readability

and individual reading ability. The Lexile measure of text readability is based on two features of a given
text: semantic difficulty, as measured by word frequency (how rare or how common the words in the text
are); and syntactic complexity, as measured by sentence length (Lennon & Burdick. 2004).
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teachers administered the test themselves and were instructed to follow the standardized
administration procedures. In one of these cases, the teacher chose to administer it
because it was easier for her to fit it into her busy schedule. In the other instance, the
teacher administered the test as part of her district’s annual assessment plan. Because the
students were going to be taking the test anyway, arrangements were made for that data
to be released for the research project as part of the standard parental consent process. In
the other four classrooms, I collected the completed test booklets from consented students
and hand scored them using the booklet provided by the test publisher. Test data were
recorded in a database as raw scores, grade equivalent scores, and Lexile levels.
Reading Motivation |

All students completed the survey portion of the Motivation to Read Profile
(MRP; Gambrell, Palmer, Codling, & Mazzoni, 1996). The survey contains 20 items
designed to assess students’ self-concept as readers and the value they place on reading.
Each of the 20 items consists of a short prompt and four choices, arranged on an ordinal

scale. For example, one of the self-concept items reads “I am...” with the choices “a very

29 ¢¢ 99

good reader,” “a good reader,” “an OK reader,” and “a poor reader.” No information on
internal reliability is available for the MRP survey, but its validity has been determined
through comparisons of survey responses with student interview data and through
statistical tests of relationships between survey responses and student achievement and
between survey responses and grade level (Gambrell et al., 1996). Both raw and

percentage scores can be calculated for the individual subscales and for the survey as a

whole.
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As with the GMRT-4, teachers were given the choice of either administering the
MRP survey themselves or having me visit their classroom to administer it. All but one of
the teachers chose to administer the survey on their own, so they were given copies of the
surveys and a copy of the administration directions that were published with the original
instrument and that they were asked to follow. As recommended by the profile’s creators,
all of the survey items were read aloud to students in a group setting, and students
indicated their responses by checking the appropriate boxes on their paper copy of the
survey. After surveys were completed, I collected them from consented students and
scored them using the guidelines provided with the published instrument (Gambrell et al.,
1996). Survey data were recorded in a database as individual item responses and as
subscale and total scores.
Reading Logs

All teachers were given copies of a daily log in which their students were to keep
track of the texts they chose and the texts they read during classroom-based independent
reading time (see Appendix A). This log was comprised of two sections. The first focused
on texts chosen, and the second focused on texts actually read.

1. Chosen texts. Students completed this portion of the log each time they chose a
text that they planned to read during independent reading time. Students wrote
down the title of the text and explained their choice by providing a written
response to the prompt, “I chose this book because...”. This question was
intended as one way to get at the important issue of why students choose texts for

independent reading.
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2. Read texts. Students completed this second portion of the log after they finished
reading a text. For each text, they indicated their perception of its difficulty for
them by checking a box next to one of five options: too easy, kind of easy, just
right, kind of hard, or too hard. The log also included a scale item that prompted
students to indicate their enjoyment of the text by filling in from one to five stars
and by adding comments to explain their rating.
Teachers began using the reading logs with their students in April. Teachers were
responsible for providing initial instruction in how to fill out the logs. They were also
asked to remind their students to fill out the provided logs as they chose and read texts
during their independent reading time. At the end of the data collection period, which
lasted approximately nine weeks, classroom teachers collected their consented students’
reading logs and submitted them. Individual reading log entries were typed into a
database for further analysis.
Identifying Occasions

Once the GMRT-4 and the MRP were completed, another graduate student and I
began visiting the classrooms to identify potential occasions in which students had
chosen to read frustration-level texts. Having already scored the GMRT-4 test booklets,
we were able to enter the classrooms with a measure of reading ability in hand for each
participating child. On each classroom visit, we approached consented students
individually and asked them to show us their reading log pages. We reviewed the log
entries, looking for occasions in which they may have chosen a frustration-level text. To
identify these occasions, we considered several pieces of information. As much as

possible, we used their reading ability scores (translated into Lexile levels and grade
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equivalent scores), the text titles in the reading logs, and our own existing knowledge of
the texts they had chosen. For example, one student had scored at a 1.3 grade level on the
word decoding subtest and a 1.8 grade level on the comprehension subtest, which equates
to a Lexile level of 30L. Based on this information and on my knowledge of Magic
School Bus books, I guessed that his choice of The Magic School Bus at the Waterworks
(Cole, 1988) — which has a Lexile level of 660L and an ATOS grade equivalent of 3.7 —
might be a frustration-level text for him. In some instances, when we were unfamiliar
with the texts listed in a student’s log, we asked him or her to bring a few texts to look at
so that we could flip through the pages get general estimates of readability and potential
difficulty for the student. Once a student and a text had been chosen, the researcher took
the student to a quiet area and began the series of four one-on-one tasks: oral retelling,
running record, comprehension questions, and interview. The administration procedures
for each of these tasks are described in some detail below. Additional information about
scoring and analysis of the individual measures is included in the upcoming Data
Analysis section of this chapter.
Oral Retellings

To assess students’ comprehension of individual texts, students were asked to
give oral retellings of some of the texts they had recently chosen to read during
classroom-based independent reading time. As mentioned earlier, the oral retellings were
conducted both for texts that appeared likely to be frustration-level texts and for matched
occasions with texts that appeared likely to be easier than frustration level.

Oral retellings were completed prior to the running records and comprehension

questions, which were based on shorter passages selected from the larger texts, so that
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reading the passages would not influence students’ retelling of the text as a whole. The
administration protocol for the oral retellings was modeled after retelling guidelines in
published IRIs. It was designed to be an open retelling procedure with only a few general
prompts for additional information. The researcher began by saying, “First, I am going to
have you tell me what you remember from reading this book. I’m going to use a tape
recorder to help me remember what you say. Is that okay?” After the student indicated
that he or she understood, the researcher said, “Tell me everything you can remember
from this book.” The researcher then listened as the student responded. When the student
first paused or indicated that he or she had finished, researchers were directed to offer the
prompt, “What else do you remember?”’ Again, the researcher listened, and the next time
the student paused or indicated that he or she had finished, the researcher offered the final
prompt, “Is there anything else you would like to add?” After the student made any final
additions to his or her retelling, the researcher moved on to the next procedure, which
was the running record of oral reading fluency. Oral retellings were audiotaped for later
transcription, scoring, and analysis.
Running Records

Running records were used to assess students’ oral reading accuracy and to
determine whether their selected texts were at their independent, instructional, or
frustration level. Running records are a common method of assessing oral reading
accuracy, in which an individual reads aloud from a text while the assessor compares the
oral reading performance to the original text and records any deviations, or miscues.
Because students were being assessed on texts they had already read, the running records

tested students’ ability to read previously read passages rather than unfamiliar passages.
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According to Betts (1957), this method - although not ideal — is acceptable, since “a
fairly satisfactory inventory of reading performance can be made with materials which
the child has ‘read’ before” (p. 455). In fact, Betts’ original reading level criteria (1946)
were based on students reading silently before they read orally (Jongsma & Jongsma,
1981). Additionally, this method is consistent with some assessment procedures, which
either require (Flynt & Cooter, 2001) or allow (Bader, 1980; Burns & Roe, 1999)
students to read test passages silently to themselves before reading them aloud. The
running records were audiotaped for later analysis, both for actual scoring and so that
inter-rater reliability could be established. The scoring system for this measure is
described in more detail in the upcoming Data Analysis section of this chapter.

After a student finished his or her oral retelling, the researcher looked through the
target text and selected a passage to be used for the running record and for the passage-
specific comprehension questions. Passages were selected according to the following set
of guidelines: 1) passages should be chosen somewhat randomly from the approximate
middle of the target texts; 2) passages should not begin mid-sentence or mid-paragraph,
but they may begin mid-page or mid-chapter; and 3) passages should be approximately
150 words in length. In the few cases in which the entire text was shorter than 150 words,
the whole text was used. These guidelines were intended to ensure that selected passages
were representative of the texts as a whole, contained whole units of meaning, and were
long enough to provide sufficient information about oral reading behaviors. They were
also designed to be consistent with commonly used procedures. For example, Fountas
and Pinnell (1996) recommend using passages of approximately 150 words; Clay (1993a)

advocates between 100 and 200 words. Additionally, a sampling of 24 second grade level
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passages from 6 different commercially published IRIs (Applegate, Quinn, & Applegate,
2008; Burns & Roe, 1999; Flynt & Cooter, 2001; Johns, 1997; Stieglitz, 2002; Woods &
Moe, 2007) revealed an average passage length of 145.25. This sampling suggests that
the passage length used in this study is roughly equivalent with common
recommendations and assessment procedures.

After selecting a passage, the researcher read the following directions aloud to the
student:

Now I would like you to read part of this book to me out loud. I will show you

where to start and stop reading. As you read, try to pronounce the words as best

you can. Also, try to remember what you are reading. When you have finished, I

will ask you some questions about what you read.
These directions were intended to encourage students to focus both on the task of
pronouncing individual words and on the task of deriving meaning from the text. Given
the research that teacher directions can influence student comprehension and reading
performance (Pehrsson, 1974; Furniss & Graves, 1980; Jongsma & Jongsma, 1981),
these explicit instructions were believed to be consequential. Especially because the oral
reading procedure preceded the comprehension measure, it seemed important to direct
students specifically to understand and remember, so that they would not focus too
heavily on the oral reading as a performance. At the same time, it is important to
acknowledge that even these directions may have had some effect on students’ reading
during the one-on-one assessments.

Next, the researcher pointed to the beginning of the selected passage and asked

the student to begin reading. As the student read, the researcher listened, counted words
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on a tally sheet, and audiotaped the reading. In accordance with common IRI procedures,
researchers offered no prompts or assistance other than supplying words if the student
asked for help or paused for more than about 5 seconds (Applegate et al., 2008; Burns &
Roe, 1999; Flynt & Cooter, 2001; Stieglitz, 2002). Asking for help was considered to
include either an actual verbal request for help or a non-verbal appeal, such as stopping
and looking at the researcher with a questioning look. Researchers used the tally sheets to
count words up to 150; after reaching 150 words, reading continued until the student also
reached the end of the sentence, and then the researcher indicated that the student could
stop reading.
Comprehension Questions

Sets of 6 comprehension questions were generated to assess students’
understanding of the passages they had just read as part of the running record assessment.
Questions were designed to be passage-specific, and they were generated based on a
framework derived from an informal review of several published IRIs and in accordance
with Valmont’s (1972) guidelines (see Appendix B for a copy of the framework and
guidelines). This process of generating comprehension questions was designed with two
goals in mind: 1) to create questions that were closely matched to the type of questions
teachers frequently use in assessing their students’ reading comprehension; and 2) to
create questions that would accurately assess the reader’s comprehension of the target
passage. Students’ responses to these questions were used as a complement to the oral
retellings, to provide convergent evidence of students’ comprehension of their chosen

texts.



When a student finished reading the running record passage aloud, the researcher
closed the book and gave the following instructions: -
Now I am going to ask you a few questions about the section you just read aloud

to me. For each question, just give me your best answer. If you don’t understand a

question or if you need me to repeat it, just ask. Okay?

After the student indicated that he or she understood the directions, the researcher then
quickly reread the running record passage and generated a series of approximately 7
passage-specific comprehension questions. Some texts were either too short or too simple
(or both) to support this number of questions; in those cases, a smaller number of
questions — ranging from 4 to 6, depending on the text’s content — were asked. The final
goal was to have 6 good, scorable questions for each passage, so an extra question or two
in this data collection stage allowed for greater selectivity during the scoring stage. The
question selection process is described in more detail in the upcoming Data Analysis
section.

As mentioned above, the process of generating questions was guided by two
different tools: 1) a set of question shells derived from a review of commercial IRIs; and
2) a list of criteria for good comprehension questions (adapted from Valmont, 1972).
Both of these tools are included in Appendix B. The question shells were developed
based on an analysis of the types of questions used in a variety of commercial IRIs. The
purpose in developing and using these question shells was to promote consistency across
and texts and to ensure that generated questions would be highly similar to those used in
published IRIs. The list of criteria for good questions included rules such as, “avoid

questions that are answerable from pictures in the text” and “ask passage-dependent

61



questions that cannot be answered from prior or general knowledge.” The method of
generating questions on the fly is difficult to do with any degree of consistency,
especially given the multiple considerations that guide question formation. To improve
the quality and reliability of the comprehension questions, researchers practiced the
question generation process repeatedly on a variety of practice texts until the question
shells and criteria were internalized and the process became more automatic (for a sample
set of comprehension questions, see Appendix C). When working with students,
researchers read each question aloud and then listened to student responses. If necessary,
researchers probed for clarification or additional information by saying, “Can you tell me
more about that?” This probe was only used once for each question. All responses were
audiotaped for later transcription and analysis. The researcher also kept the chosen text so
that the selected passage used for the running record and the comprehension questions
could be typed into a laptop computer. It was necessary to have a written record of text
passages so that students’ responses to the passage-specific assessments could be
compared to the words and meaning of the actual text. In addition, information about
each text was recorded so that Lexile scores could be obtained through the Lexile website
(www lexile.com), which offers Lexile scores through both an extensive database of texts
and an online tool for analyzing text samples.
Interviews

One-on-one interviews with students were used to gather additional information
about students’ experiences with their chosen texts (see Appendix D). Questions focused
on reasons for choosing the target text, previous experiences with the target text (e.g.,

number of times read), perceptions of its difficulty, perceptions of reading performance,

62



and enjoyment of the target text. Student responses were audiotaped for later analysis.
Information gathered through these interviews was intended to complement and extend
students’ reading log entries and to speak to the issues of reasons for choosing,
perceptions of text difficulty, and enjoyment.

Upon finishing with the set of passage-specific comprehension questions, the
researcher transitioned to the interview by saying, “Now I am going to ask you a few
more questions about the book in general.” This statement was intended to focus the
student’s attention back on the text as a whole rather than only on the short passage he or
she had just read. The researcher then read the interview questions aloud and listened to
student responses. All interviews were audiotaped for later transcription and analysis. At
the end of the interview, the student returned to regular classroom activities.

Identifying Matched Occasions

After each day of data collection, I scored students’ running records to determine
whether each target text had been at an independent, instructional, or frustration level for
the student who had read it. On subsequent visits, I continued reading with students until
I had read with each student once, and then I began working with students for a second
time, trying to find either independent-level matches for students who had previously
chosen frustration-level texts, or vice versa (this matching process is described in more
detail in Chapter 4). This method proved to be largely adequate for identifying the
necessary frustration-level occasions. However, for a number of students, it was difficult
to find a matched occasion in which they read an independent-level text, even after
multiple trials. In these situations, researchers provided students with a small selection of

easier books from which to choose. A list of provided texts can be found in Appendix E.
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It is important to note that not all of these texts were offered as choices to individual
students; each student was offered a choice of about 6 texts, which were estimated to be
at that student’s independent reading level. Students were given time to read these easier,
provided texts before completing the one-on-one assessments.

The search for matching occasions resulted in a final set of 35 matched pairs, out
of which 19 of the independent-level readings were from provided texts rather than from
texts freely chosen during independent reading time. This method of providing books
compromised the naturalistic intentions of the study, but it was essential to have a point
of comparison for each difficult text. Since the focus of this study was on frustration-
level texts, it seemed more important to the study that the difficult texts be authentic
choices than that the independent level texts be authentic choices as well. Additionally,
this method of providing easier texts was used only after researchers had already read at
least twice with a given student.

Data Analysis
Scoring

Oral Retellings. Audio files of oral retellings were transcribed and scored against
a general, 10-point rubric (see Appendix F), which was adapted from a similar tool used
in Johns’ (1997) Basic Reading Inventory. Rather than focusing on text elements
particular to a certain genre, this general rubric included characteristics like sequence of
ideas and overall accuracy and coherence. One might wonder why I chose this general
approach in lieu of a genre-specific scoring method, which is used in a number of
commercially available IRIs (e.g., Applegate et al., 2008; Goodman, Watson, & Burke,

2005; Woods & Moe, 2007). The reason was that the wide range of text types selected by
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students made more specific rubrics virtually unworkable. For example, standard oral
retelling rubric items for narrative texts include plot episodes and descriptions of main
characters, but these items do not apply well to texts like Dr. Seuss’s The Foot Book (Dr.
Seuss, 1968, which is primarily a rhyming book with only a very loose narrative thread
and no identifiable central characters. In addition, neither the narrative nor the expository
rubric alone could be used to assess the retelling of hybrid texts such as those in author
Joanna Cole’s popular Magic School Bus series, which contain elements of both genres.
And as a final example, neither genre-specific rubric was adequate for assessing students’
retellings of poetry collections, which fall into neither category. Applying a genre-
specific rubric that was an ill fit for some texts may have affected scores in such a way
that they would correspond to text’s characteristics rather than to student comprehension.
In other words, a genre-based rubric may have measured the degree to which the text fit
the rubric’s profile of genre elements better than it would have measured a student’s
actual understanding of the text. For these reasons, I chose to use a more general scale
that could largely be applied to a text of any type.

Running Records. For each of the assessed texts, a score sheet was created that
included the typed passage and spaces set aside for tallying different types of oral reading
errors. The score sheets also included a 4-point scale for evaluating prosody, a 4-point
scale for estimating the degree to which a student’s oral reading errors affected the
meaning of the passage they read aloud, and a section for calculating a student’s reading
rate based on number of words read and time spent reading, although these measures
were not analyzed for this study. For a sample running record score sheet, see Appendix

G.
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Establishment of scoring rules for running records was somewhat difficult to
achieve, given the fact that there is currently no consensus around exactly how oral
reading performances should be evaluated (see Appendix H for a matrix comparing a
variety of scoring guidelines for running records and IRIs). In particular, there is
considerable difference of opinion regarding what should count as an error and whether
all errors should carry equal weight. Given this lack of consensus, the scoring rules for
the running records in this study were created with two sometimes competing goals in
mind: 1) assessment validity and 2) consistency with commonly used methods. For every
scoring decision, I believed that it was important to be able to justify it as contributing to
an accurate measurement of a student’s reading performance. At the same time, however,
because this study is in some ways a test of the utility of traditional procedures and
criteria, I felt that it was important not to stray too far from the actual methods used by
popular IRIs. In several situations, these competing goals led to compromises. For
example, some scholars contend that self-corrections and repetitions are not errors at all,
but are instead indicators of reading skill — signs that the reader is actively monitoring
comprehension and making multiple attempts to make sense of the text (e.g., Applegate
et al., 2008; Clay, 1985; Flynt & Cooter, 2001). Based on this information, it was
tempting to choose not to score self-corrections or repetitions as errors. However, most
commercially published IRIs include either repetitions or self-corrections, or sometimes
both, in their lists of scorable errors. To remain consistent with common IRI methods, I
therefore decided to count one but not the other, and I chose to count self-corrections as
errors. The justification for this decision was that a self-correction is more of an error

than a repetition because it at least includes a word read incorrectly, whereas a repetition

66



is merely correct words read multiple times. The complete list of student reading
behaviors that were counted as errors in this study are: mispronunciation, substitution,
tester provided (refusal to pronounce), omission, insertion, reversal, and self-correction
(see Appendix I for a copy of the scoring manual for running records).

For each text, I listened to the audio file and marked oral reading errors directly
onto the score sheet, using standard running record markings (see Burns & Roe, 1999, p.
16). I listened to sections of the audio file multiple times as necessary in order to create
an accurate record of each student’s oral reading performance on a text. I then tallied the
different error types on the score sheet and entered the totals into a database. This
information was used to calculate the oral reading accuracy rate, by subtracting the
number of errors from the total number of words in the passage, and then dividing by the
number of words in the passage, yielding a percentage accuracy rate. Although I did the
primary scoring on all running records, another graduate student also scored a sample of
them to establish interrater reliability, as described in the Data Analysis section below.

Comprehension Questions. Using the audiotapes, all questions and responses
were transcribed into a database. Questions were then separated from answers so that
they could be screened and evaluated based on their quality without being influenced by
students’ responses. As mentioned earlier, researchers asked an average of 7 questions in
the hopes of generating 6 usable ones. In evaluating the questions that had been asked,
the first step was to make sure questions were grouped appropriately, so that any follow-
up prompts were included with the original question rather than being counted as separate
questions. Valmont’s (1972) criteria were then used to eliminate any blatantly faulty

questions. For example, the question “What do the angels look like?” for the book Star
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Wars Episode I Journal: Anakin Skywalker (Strasser, 1999), was eliminated because it
was answerable both from the text and from the picture that accompanied it. The question
“Is the little girl afraid of the thunder?” for the book Thunder Cake (Polacco, 1990) was
eliminated because it offered a fifty-fifty chance of a correct response. After faulty
questions like these were discarded, the remaining questions were categorized according
to three different facets: 1) what information was being asked for: main idea, detail,
sequence, cause and effect, or vocabulary; 2) where the information was located: retelling
in fact or putting information together (adapted from Woods & Moe, 2007); and 3) the
type of thought processes required: literal recall or inferential thinking. These various
categorizations were drawn from a number of different sources (e.g., Applegate et al.,
2008; Burns & Roe, 1999; Caldwell, 2002; Johns, 1997, Stieglitz, 2002; Valmont, 1972)
and were used to ensure that the questions used for this study were at least representative
of the types of questions used in published instruments.

Once this categorization was complete and all questions were labeled, the entire
set of questions for each text was examined to see if there was a balance of question
types. If there were more than 6 questions remaining for any text, questions were deleted
at random from any over-represented categories until a set of 6 questions had been
created. Most of the question sets (78.1%) consisted of 6 questions, although some of the
shorter or simpler texts only allowed for 5 questions (15.6%) or even 4 questions (6.3%).

When this screening and selection process was complete, the questions were
reunited with their corresponding student responses. Each response was then scored on a
scale of 0-2, with 0 being entirely incorrect, 1 being partially correct, and 2 being entirely

correct. A total score was calculated for each text, and this total score was then converted
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to a percentage score by dividing by the total number of possible points, which was
usually 12, but sometimes 10 or 8.

Reading logs. In entering students’ handwritten reading log entries into a
database, the relatively large number of entries that were either illegible or incomplete
meant that several important decisions had to be made. First, some log entries only listed
a book title, with no additional information for any of the short response or scale items.
These entries were not included in any of the data analyses, and they were not included in
the database. Second, there were a number of entries that included a title and some
additional information but contained one or more missing or illegible fields. As a general
rule, entries with missing or illegible fields were included in the database but were only
used in analyses for which they offered complete information. For example, some
students used the scale item to rate the difficulty of their texts but did not indicate their
enjoyment by circling from one to five stars. These entries were included in analysis of
perceptions of difficulty but not in analysis of text enjoyment. As another example, a
small number of entries contained complete information on the “Books I Chose” side of
the log but no information on the “Books I Read” side of the log, possibly because
students chose texts but later abandoned them before finishing. These entries were used
for analysis of students’ reasons or purposes for choosing texts, but not for any analysis
related to enjoyment or perceptions of difficulty. The same treatment was given to two
entries in which students explicitly mentioned abandonment of a text by noting, “I read
half of the book” and “I did not choose this book.” However, it also seems possible that
students sometimes completed full log entries even for abandoned texts; this occurrence

is impossible to detect, but it must be acknowledged that the data on perceptions of
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difficulty and enjoyment may reflect both the texts that students chose and read and the
texts they chose but later abandoned.
Interrater Reliability

Oral retellings. 1 did an initial scoring of all of the retellings and then trained
another graduate student in the use of the rubric. After practicing scoring a few retellings
together, she then scored five more on her own. When we were confident that we were
consistent in our interpretations of the five scoring categories, I gave her 20 transcribed
retellings to score on her own. These 20 retellings were drawn as a random, stratified
sample across the conditions of easier and more difficult texts. For each of the 20 oral
retellings in the interrater sample, I compared my original score with her score. I then
calculated the percentage of agreement between our scores, finding that we had exact
matches on 15 of the 20 retellings (75%), and we were within 1 point on an additional 4
retellings (20%), for a total score correlation of 0.988. The largest difference between our
two scores was 2 points, on a 10 point scale.

Running records. 1 selected a sample of 24 running records, drawing 12 at random
from the set of easier texts and 12 at random from the set of more difficult texts, and
balancing relatively equally across classrooms. I gave the audio files and text samples to
the other graduate student, and she scored them and returned them to me. A comparison
of my scores with her scores revealed a correlation of 0.984 at the level of total errors per
reading.

Comprehension questions. As with the oral retellings and running records, a
subset of the comprehension questions and responses was selected for the purposes of

establishing interrater reliability. A stratified, random sample of 20 question sets,
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balanced according to text difficulty, was given to another graduate student for scoring.
Interrater reliability was calculated for the total score rather than for individual items or
types of items. This method was deemed appropriate because analysis was conducted at
the level of total scores and not at the level of individual questions. We had exact
matches on 12 of the 20 sets of comprehension questions (60.0%), and we were within 1
point on an additional 3 sets (15.0%), for a total score correlation of 0.919. The largest
score difference was 3 points (on a 12 point scale), and this difference occurred once.

Interview responses. To allow for analysis of students’ reasons for choosing
frustration-level texts, responses to the interview question, “Why did you choose this
book/magazine/other?” were coded and categorized for the 35 frustration-level texts and
for their 35 independent-level matches. Interrater reliability for this coding system was
established by having another graduate student code interview responses for a random
sample of 20 interview transcripts. To assist in this process, a coding manual was
developed that provided names, descriptions, and examples for each of the coding
categories, and I provided the second rater with a brief training session that included joint
scoring and discussion of a set of five additional interview transcripts. For the random
sample of 20 transcripts, 42 codes were generated, and the second rater agreed with my
initial rating for 90.5% of those codes.
Identifying the Subsample of Frustration-Level Choosers

In order to compare student reading performance on frustration- and independent-
level texts, it was necessary to identify a subsample of students such that each had been
assessed reading at least one text from each category of text difficulty. One important

decision in the identification of this subsample of frustration-level choosers was the
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decision to use oral reading accuracy as the sole determinant of the frustration level. The
main reason for this decision was that, because comprehension was being tested as an
outcome variable, it was untenable to also use it as a determinant of text difficulty. In
other words, using comprehension as criterion for frustration-level placement would have
made the subsequent analysis of relationships between text difficulty and comprehension
highly problematic. Other support for this decision comes from the fact that some IRIs
call for determination of frustration-level using either the word recognition criterion or
the reading comprehension criterion, but not both (e.g., Burns & Roe, 1999). In fact,
Betts himself (1946) originally intended the frustration level to be determined by either
the word recognition or the comprehension criterion. Relying only on oral reading
accuracy as a determinant of reading level was thus both methodologically necessary and
consistent with assessment methods advocated by Betts and others.

The next decision was to determine which numbers to use as thresholds for the
frustration, instructional, and independent reading levels. As described in Chapter 2, in
the more than 60 years that have passed since Betts (1946) and Kilgallon (1942) first
suggested a framework of reading levels, scholars and IRI publishers have put forth a
wide variety of criteria, both for word recognition and for reading comprehension (for a
chart comparing different leveling criteria, see Appendix J). Choosing which levels to use
was therefore no simple matter. The frustration-level cut-off of 90% oral reading
accuracy is fairly consistent across sources, so it was chosen as the upper limit for
frustration-level texts. Additional support for this decision comes from the work of Davis
(1975), whose polygraph studies of a sample of fourth and fifth graders found that Betts’

(1946) 10 percent oral reading error rate corresponded well with polygraph measures of
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frustration, when repetitions were counted as errors. In this study, repetitions were not
counted as errors, and Davis suggests that this scoring method may result in frustration
occurring with an error rate of less than 10 percent. Using 90% as an upper limit for
frustration-level may thus be a conservative approach to identifying frustration-level
texts, but it is consistent with standard practice.

Based on scores from running records of all 159 assessed texts, oral reading
accuracy ranged from a low of 65.2% to a high of 100.0%. Applying the 90% oral
reading accuracy criterion to the entire sample of students and texts, 48 of the 159
assessed readings fell into the frustration-level category. When duplicate cases — multiple
frustration-level readings by the same student — were removed, 36 cases remained. In
other words, out of the entire sample of 70 students, 36 students (51.4%) were assessed
reading at least one frustration-level text at some point during the data collection period.

For the independent level, the original plan was to use a lower limit of 99% oral
reading accuracy, which is consistent with a number of published IRIs (e.g., Applegate et
al., 2008; Burns & Roe, 1999; Johns, 1997; Stieglitz, 2002; Woods & Moe, 2007) and
with Betts’ original framework (1946). However, as several other researchers have found
in studying primary grade readers (e.g., Powell, 1970; Powell & Dunkeld, 1971), it
quickly became apparent that this standard was simply too high, at least for the sample of
second graders in the study. Even without counting repetitions as errors, students’
performance on only 7 of the 159 assessed texts (4.4%) met the independent-level
criterion of 99% oral reading accuracy. As a result, the decision was made to use a less
stringent lower limit for oral reading accuracy on the easier texts. Several sources

advocate using 95% (Armbruster, Lehr, & Osborn, 2003; Clay, 1985) oral reading



accuracy as the lower limit for the independent reading level regardless of age group, and
Powell (1980) recommended a cutoff of 94% for readers in grades one and two.
Suggestions for the instructional level begin at anywhere from 85 to 95% accuracy. For
the purposes of this study, which are both to test the utility of commonly-used criteria and
to compare students’ performance on difficult and easier texts, selection rules were
created such that easier texts were considered to be any texts for which the following two
conditions were met: 1) a student achieved at least 92% oral reading accuracy on the text
sample; and 2) the difference between the student’s oral reading performance on the
difficult and the easy texts was at least 3%. The 92% threshold was chosen because it is
the lower limit of the instructional level according to Lipson & Wixson (2003, based on a
review of published IRIs) and Powell (1970, for oral rereading after silent reading, for
first and second grade students), and it also represents the approximate midpoint between
the lower limits of some versions of the independent and instructional levels (e.g.,
Armbruster et al., 2003; Clay, 1985). This looser interpretation of the independent level
guidelines was necessary, given the extremely small number of readings that met the
common 99% accuracy criterion. The 3% buffer zone was intended to decrease the
likelihood that the differences in a student’s performance on the two assessed texts were
due merely to chance. Although it is a relatively small buffer, the reality is that these
subtle differences are often used in practice (e.g., Johnson, Kress, & Pikulski, 1987;
Stieglitz, 2002), as teachers follow IRI procedures to make determinations of their
students’ reading levels. In addition, the high rate of interrater reliability for the running
records implies only a 1.165% average error rate in scoring, so the 3% buffer should be

adequate for limiting the role of scoring error in affecting reading level determinations.
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According to these selection rules, one of the 36 frustration-level cases did not
have an independent-level match, so it was removed from the list of potential cases for
the subsample of frustration-level choosers, resulting in a final grouping of 35 matched
pairs of difficult and easier texts. In these matched pairs, the differences between any
individual student’s oral reading accuracy on a difficult text and an easier text ranged
from 3.7% to 32.8%, with a mean difference of 11.9%. Table 3.3 provides additional
information about the distribution of oral reading accuracy scores for the subsample of
students who chose frustration-level texts, including mean scores for the groups of
frustration- and independent-level texts at each interval of the range of differences.
Table 3.3. Oral reading accuracy differences and mean scores for frustration-level and

independent-level texts chosen by the subsample of students who chose to read
frustration-level texts.

Difference’ n % of cases Mean oral reading
accuracy
Frustration Independent

3-5% 1 2.9% 90.3% 94.0%
5-10% 17 48.6% 88.3% 96.2%
10-15% 8 22.9% 83.4% 95.7%
15-20% 7 20.0% 77.4% 95.2%
> 20% 2 5.7% 68.2% 95.6%
Total 35 100% 83.9% 95.8%

? This column contains information about differences between individual students’ oral
reading accuracy scores on their frustration- and independent-level texts, which were
calculated by subtracting an individual’s oral reading accuracy percentage for their
frustration-level text from the same measure for their independent-level text. For
example, for the interval that includes score differences between 5 and 10 percent, 17
students (48.6% of the subsample of frustration-level choosers) had score differences
within this range.
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Analysis

Several initial analyses were conducted to gather some general data about the
entire sample of 70 students and the texts they chose. In all cases, quantitative data
analysis was conducted using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences software
(SPSS, version 16.0). A p < 0.05 level of statistical significance was used. First,
descriptive statistics (i.e., minimum, maximum, mean, median, and standard deviation)
were generated for GMRT-4 percentile scores and MRP raw scores, both for the subtests
and subscales and for the combined scores. Second, to determine relationships between
reading ability and motivation to read, Pearson correlations were used to measure
correlations between the GMRT-4 Word Decoding subtest, Comprehension subtest, and
total score; and the MRP Self-Concept subscale, Value of Reading subscale, and
combined score. For these correlations, scatterplots were examined to protect against the
possibility that any outliers would disproportionately affect the correlation. Missing data
was handled through casewise deletion. Third, relationships between reading ability and
gender and between motivation to read and gender were examined through the use of
independent samples t-tests. For each t-test, Levene’s test was used to see if the data met
the assumption of equality of variances, such that the variation of scores for the two
gender groups was not significantly different. This assumption was met in each case.

Following these initial analyses, a number of additional procedures were
performed on the collected data to address the five research questions. The following
sections describe each of these analyses in turn.

Question 1: Do the students who choose texts at their frustration level fit into

certain profiles based on gender, motivation to read, or reading ability? For this research
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question, the first step in data analysis was to use oral reading accuracy scores to identify
a subsample of students who were assessed reading both a frustration-level text and an
independent-level text. (The process for identifying this subsample was described in the
previous section of this chapter.) After identifying the subsample of frustration-level
choosers, several different quantitative analyses were used to determine relationships
between the tendency to select frustration-level texts and the student variables of reading
ability, motivation to read, and gender. Paired samples t-tests were used to test the
significance of the differences between students’ GMRT-4 percentile scores on the Word
Decoding and Comprehension subtests, both for the 35 students who were included in the

subsample of frustration-level choosers and for the 35 students who were excluded from

it.3 This same method was used to test differences between MRP scores on the Self-
Concept and Value of Reading subscales. Independent samples t-tests were then used to
test the significance of the differences between mean scores for the two subsamples of
students on the GMRT-4 subtests and on the MRP subscales and combined scores. For
each of these t-tests, Levene’s test was used to see if the data met the assumption of
equality of variances. The assumption of normality was tested by examining histograms
to see if variables were normally distributed for both subsamples and by calculating
skewness and kurtosis statistics for each distribution. Finally, a Chi-square analysis was

used to compare the gender proportions in the subsample of frustration-level choosers to

For simplicity’s sake, for the remainder of this dissertation I will refer to these two subsamples of

students as those who did and did not choose frustration-level texts. This is not meant to imply that students
in the first group always (or even often) chose to read frustration-level texts; it merely means that they were
identified as having chosen to read at least one text during the data collection period that was determined to
be at a frustration-level for them in terms of oral reading accuracy. Similarly, the label for the second group
is not intended to suggest that the students in that subsample never chose to read frustration-level texts;
they simply were not identified as having done so during the data collection period.
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the gender proportions in the sample as a whole. Specifically, the Pearson chi-square test
of goodness of fit was used to test the null hypothesis that the percentage of boys in the
group of frustration-level choosers was equal to .514, which was the proportion of boys
in the entire sample. This test was chosen because the analysis involved nominal data and
a relatively large sample (n = 70).

Question 2: What reasons or purposes do students give for choosing frustration-
level texts for independent reading? Analysis of students’ reasons or purposes began with
areview of all reading log entries from the entire sample. This review was used to get a
general sense of the range of explanations given by all students for all texts and to help
generate an initial set of coding categories. A similar review was then conducted for
interview responses for the subsample of frustration-level choosers, in which the coding
categories were applied to students’ interview responses for the set of 70 identified texts
(35 matched pairs). Frequencies were calculated, allowing for a comparison of students’
reasons for choosing frustration-level texts and independent-level texts. Finally, I looked
more closely at interview responses that explicitly mentioned text difficulty as a reason or
purpose for choosing either a difficult or an easier text.

Question 3: What, if anything, do students understand from reading self-selected,
frustration-level texts (as compared to independent-level texts) independently? To
address this third question, analysis began with an exploration of the relationships
between oral reading accuracy (which was used to determine frustration and independent
levels) and comprehension. Pearson correlations were used to test the significance of the
relationship between oral reading accuracy scores and comprehension question scores,

both for the entire group of 70 texts chosen by the subsample of frustration-level choosers
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and for the component subgroups of 35 frustration-level and 35 independent-level texts.
For these correlations, the unit of analysis was the text, rather than the individual student,
and the analysis only included the 70 texts chosen by the subsample of frustration-level
choosers. The reason for this decision was that the larger set of 159 assessed texts was
not distributed equally across the 70 students in the entire sample. As a result, although
the set of 159 reading performances offered a larger dataset, using it would have meant
that the reading behaviors of individual students would factor disproportionately into
what was meant to be a general relationship between two performance variables.
Independent samples t-tests were also used to test the significance of the mean
differences of the comprehension question scores between the groups of frustration- and
independent-level texts. Levene’s test was used to test the assumption of equality of
variances; histograms and skewness and kurtosis statistics were used to test the
assumption of normality. These t-tests also used individual texts, rather than students, as
the unit of analysis. Finally, an informal matched pairs comparison used individual
students from the subsample of frustration-level choosers as the unit of analysis to
determine whether there were any cases in which a student’s comprehension score for the
frustration-level text was actually higher than his score for the matched, independent-
level text.

Question 4: What are students’ perceptions of the difficulty of their chosen,
frustration-level texts? Analysis related to this question began with a review of reading
log entries, examining the distribution of students’ ratings of text difficulty by calculating
frequencies for each point on the rating scale. Next, a similar review was conducted for

texts chosen by students in the subsample of frustration-level choosers, using student
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scale responses to the interview question, “How easy or how difficult was this
book/magazine/other for you?” The frequencies calculated in this second review allowed
for a comparison of ratings for frustration- and independent-level texts. Third, student
responses to the interview questions, “Were there words that you didn’t know?”” and
“Were there parts of the book/magazine/other that you didn’t understand?” were used to
explore the possibility of differential roles for oral reading and comprehension in the
formulation of perceptions of text difficulty. To this end, response frequencies were
calculated and graphed separately for the sets of frustration- and independent-level texts.
Finally, the possible role of prior knowledge in perceptions of text difficulty was
examined by determining the distribution of difficulty ratings for frustration-level texts
according to number of previous readings of a text. Qualitative data were also used as a
source for illustrative examples regarding this distribution. Because the analyses related
to this fourth research question were intended to be primarily descriptive, statistical
significance was not determined for any of the calculated frequencies.

Question 5: What are students’ affective experiences with reading these difficult
texts independently? In other words, are self-selected, frustration-level texts actually
“frustrating,” or are students able to enjoy them? To address this final research question,
frequency calculations for reading log entries were used to determine the overall
distribution of students’ ratings of enjoyment for the entire sample of selected texts. To
examine the possible role of text difficulty in student enjoyment, a comparison of
frustration-level choosers’ responses to the interview question, “Did you enjoy reading
this book/magazine/other?”” was conducted for the sets of frustration- and independent-

level texts. Frequencies were calculated, and interview data were used as a source of
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illustrative examples. Finally, the statistical significance of the relationship between
perceptions of text difficulty and ratings of enjoyment was tested by using a Spearman
rank-order corr<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>