
ABSTRACT 

GUIDED READING AT THE FRUSTRATION LEVEL  

The purpose of this study was to research the effect of guided reading at the 

instructional level compared to the frustration level. A study was conducted to 

determine the academic growth of guided reading progress. A survey was given to 

the teachers who participated in the study. The survey consisted of 10 questions 

both open- and closed-ended. The questions were based off teachers’ current 

guided reading practice within the classroom along with current classroom 

demographics. The results of the study proved that there was growth among both 

English language learners and English-only students who read at their frustration 

level.  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Background of the Study 

Reading education has evolved in the past 100 years. Dodds (1967) stated 

that reading instruction has been seen by many as the most important function of 

an elementary school. The goal of primary education is to make sure that students 

are able to read fluently at their corresponding grade level.   

This issue of reading has affected diverse economic backgrounds the 

heaviest. According to the U.S Department of Education, National Center for 

Education Statistics [NCES] (2015), by 3 years of age, there is a 30-million-word 

gap between children from the wealthiest and poorest families. According to the 

Public Policy Institute of California (2013), Latinos (29.6%) and African 

Americans (21.7%) had much higher poverty rates than Whites (14.1%) in 

2013.  By looking at the demographics of the Central Valley in California, 38.8% 

stated that they are Hispanic or Latino, according to the United States Census 

Bureau (2015). The percentage of Hispanics in California makes up almost half of 

the ethnicity in the Central Valley (United States Census Bureau, 2015). 

Within the classrooms of the Central Valley, about 34% of children 

entering kindergarten lack the basic language skills needed to learn how to read 

(NCES, 2015). This is due to the students’ economic backgrounds when entering 

the school system. Some students’ primary language is not English. English would 

be what they are learning as their second language. This can put these students at a 

disadvantage when entering school for the first time in kindergarten (NCES, 

2015). 

Over the past decade, a span during which total student enrollment grew by 

only 4.9%, the proportion of schoolchildren in the United States who were English 
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learners (ELLs) grew by an astonishing 32%. English language learners make up 

9% of the student population (U.S. Department of Education, National Center for 

Education Statistics [NCES], 2014). With the growth of these English language 

learners (ELL) within the schools, educators need to be aware of how best to teach 

reading in English to them.  It is important to keep in mind the many different 

factors that influence ELL students’ development of literacy: age of arrival in a 

new country, educational history, socioeconomic status, and cognitive capacity 

(August, McCardle, Shanahan, & Burns, 2014). As teachers, we need to be aware 

of their backgrounds and make sure that we differentiate instruction, provide 

scaffolding, repetition, and reinforcement, along with small group instruction 

The issue examined within this study was the effect of guided reading in 

the classroom.  Guided reading is small group instruction of reading at the 

students’ homogenous instructional reading level (Denton, Fletcher, Taylor, Barth, 

& Vaughn, 2014). Instructional reading levels are levels that the students can read 

with support and guidance from the teacher.  In this study, the use of complex text 

within the classroom, the effectiveness of reading inventories, daily guided 

reading times, and the correlation between English language learners and students 

who speak English as a first language were analyzed and explored (Denton et al., 

2014). 

Guided reading is part of every primary school’s balanced literary program. 

Denton et al. (2014) stated if balanced literacy is used within in the classroom, it 

can be more beneficial than guided reading alone. The researchers compared two 

groups of students: those who received explicit instruction and those who received 

guided reading. Explicit instruction focused on the students sounding out words 

rather than isolated guided reading (Denton et al., 2014). The study concluded that 
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guided reading alone wouldn’t help at-risk students but if they had more 

comprehensive intervention, they would see more growth.   

Guided reading groups are meshed together when teachers administer an 

informal reading inventory. Russell (2013) stated that informal reading inventories 

(IRI) were the best tool known to help determine students reading levels. Betts 

(1954) developed a method for using graded reading passages to determine 

students’ levels of reading, either independent, instructional, or frustrational.  

The Informal Reading Inventory is a tool used to determine if different 

instructional levels could be obtained as stated by Betts in 1954 (Peterson, 

Greenlaw, & Tierney, 1978). When conducting the study, the researchers gave the 

students material to read. After they were done, the students were asked a group of 

five questions: two factual, two inferential, and one vocabulary. Students had to 

receive a score of 4 out of 5 in order to move up in levels. If students struggled to 

answer the first three questions, then no more questions were asked of them. The 

study concluded that the informal reading inventory does not generate suitable 

results in order to sufficiently place the students within their instructional reading 

level for guided reading instruction (Peterson et al., 1978). 

Guided reading along with the informal reading inventories have 

established some flaws. Fountas (2012) stated that one issue with guided reading 

is that it helps students learn to read with insignificant amounts of teaching. This 

concern created an issue in relating to the new Common Core State Standards. 

With the adoption of the new standards, there have been drastic changes in reading 

within the classroom. Common Core State Standards have set a more rigorous 

goal than the previously adopted California Content Standards.  

With the new Common Core Standards, there is a need to increase student 

rigor in reading by providing access to complex text. Students need to build 
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stamina in reading by being exposed to text that is challenging for them. Teachers 

need to make sure to front load the vocabulary, support sentence structure, and 

help students be mindful of the organization of text.  If teachers are aware of text 

complexity, then they can design lessons of literacy instruction that include 

building skills, establishing purpose, and instilling motivation (Shanahan, Fisher, 

& Frey, 2012). 

Purpose of the Research Project 

The purpose of this study was to determine whether or not students who 

receive guided reading at their frustration level will attain more growth than 

students who receive guided reading at their instructional level. Since the Central 

Valley is home to many students who are learning English as a second language, 

the study focused on guided reading with English language learners. The goal was 

to determine which outcome would better benefit students from diverse 

backgrounds.  The study sought to determine the achievement growth of students 

who received guided reading at their frustration level compared to those at their 

instructional level. It was hoped that the results would either help teachers within 

the United States close the reading gap or determine faults within the informal 

reading inventories (IRI). 

Need for the Project 

The study sought to assess the need for more advanced guided reading 

techniques within the classroom. Currently, the advanced techniques need to 

coincide with the rigor set alongside the adoption of the Common Core State 

Standards. With the changing standards and classroom instruction, the focus of 

reading needs to correspond with text complexity. Teachers must guide students 

and enable them learn skills needed to keep up with the changes in education.  
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The aim of the study was to help educators close the reading achievement 

gap within the United States. If the study can prove that guided reading instruction 

at the frustration level will provide more growth than guided reading at the 

instructional level, then teachers can advance their instruction to help student 

achievement. 

Research Questions 

Two research questions drove this investigation. The study used both 

qualitative and quantitative data. The qualitative data were used to provide a 

survey to the teachers who participated in the study to determine teacher inter-

reliability. The teachers within the study were all in the same grade level. Each 

teacher had a different range of experience along with background. The 

quantitative data reflected the analysis of the students’ pre- and posttest 

assessment from their informal reading inventory. The questions that the study 

focused on are as follows: 

1. Will students attain more growth measured by a running record if 

they receive guided reading instruction at their frustration level 

compared to the instructional level? 

2. Is there a correlation to English language learner identification and 

reading level growth? 

Limitations 

A limitation for the study was the time frame. Ideally, it would have been 

best to conduct this study over the course of a year to gather more accurate data.  

The reading pretest was administered at the beginning of the school year of 2015. 

The researcher had 8 weeks to implement the experiment before the posttest 
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results were collected. For results of the study to be accurate, it would have been 

best to compare results of the pretest from the beginning of the year to the end.  

Another limitation for the study was teacher inter-reliability. The teachers 

from the study were among various levels of reading knowledge as well as 

experience within their careers. Teacher inter-reliability was a limitation that could 

have affected the outcome of the study.   

Furthermore, the study was comprised of 12 English language learners 

within the second grade and six English-only students. Due to the short time span 

to conduct this study, it was difficult to gather students from different schools who 

were classified as English language learners.   

Summary 

There are many elements to explore when determining if students will 

achieve more growth at their frustration reading level rather than their 

instructional level. Students who are within the same classroom setting may gather 

a different experience in learning. The study further examined students who are 

English language learners and ethnicity of diverse backgrounds, and compared it 

to their reading levels. The analysis helped decide if students’ reading levels grew 

when they were challenged within their guided reading group. 

Definition of Terms  

California Content Standards  

Content Standards are in place to help students reach their highest potential 

in every grade based on defining the knowledge, concepts and skills (California 

Department of Education, 2016). 
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Common Core State Standards 

Educational standards are in place to determine what students should be 

able to know and do in each subject area specific to their grade level (California 

Department of Education, 2016). 

Complex Text 

Text that is complex has a high Lexile number in relation to the grade level 

(Fitzgerald, 2016).  

English Language Development 
(ELD) 

Designated time to help English language learners attain competence in the 

English language (California Department of Education, 2016). 

English Language Learner (ELL) 

A student within grades K-12 who is actively learning English and can 

benefit from language support programs (National Council of Teachers of English, 

2008). 

English as a Second Language (ESL) 

This term refers to designated program instruction to ELLs (National 

Council of Teachers of English, 2008). 

Frustration Level  

Text that the student becomes easily frustrated with. The student will 

display emotional behavior that signifies frustration. Students at the frustration 

level have less than 90% word recognition, and less than 50% comprehension 

(Halladay, 2012). 
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Guided Reading 

Guided reading is small-group reading that provides differentiated reading 

instruction for all students (Fountas & Pinnell, 1996). 

Independent Reading Level 

Text that students can read independently without any difficulty, 99-100% 

word recognition, and 90-100% comprehension rate (Halladay, 2012). 

Informal Reading Inventory (IRI) 

A tool used by reading teachers in order to help them determine a students’ 

reading performance (Peterson et al., 1978). 

Instructional Reading Level 

Text that needs to contain organized instruction with student and teacher. 

95-99% word recognition, and 75-89% comprehension rate (Halladay, 2012.) 

Lexile 

The level of how difficult a text is to read (Fitzgerald, 2016). 

Phonemic Awareness  

The understanding that speech is composed of individual sounds (Snider, 

1997). 

Phonics 

The correlations of letters and sounds (Moustafa, 1999). 

 



   

CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

History of Reading Instruction 

Reading Strategies in the 1900s 

Burke Huey (as cited in Schreiner, 1976) had a philosophy that reading 

should mirror the psychological process used in thinking and that reading should 

use a whole to parts approach.  He felt that the sentence was the simple 

significance. Once students met mastery of the concept, then they could focus on 

words, syllables, or elementary sounds. Huey realized that students ignore many 

letters and words and thus discouraged the reading of individual words, along with 

phonics skills. He proposed that students not read orally because it doesn’t help 

them attain reading meaning. However, if students were to read silently to 

themselves this could help them attain meaning from their reading (Schreiner, 

1976).  

Thorndike (as cited in Schreiner, 1976) felt that it was sufficient to 

recognize individual words in order to be efficacious with reading comprehension.  

Thorndike (as cited by Schreiner, 1976) saw reading comprehension as a thought 

procedure of the organization and analytic action of ideas. As a result, he wanted 

students to read silently on their own instead of orally. After, teachers would 

prompt students with comprehension questions following their reading (Schreiner, 

1976).  

Today reading instruction focuses on an analytical approach. Students are 

taught a massive number of sight words selected due to the frequency of the words 

within the text. After students are prepped with basic sight word recognition, they 

are given word recognition lists. This enables students to hopefully recognize the 

sight words within the text they are reading.  
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Another approach in reading instruction in a synthetic method. Students are 

taught synthetic method during the beginning stages of reading instruction. The 

synthetic method focuses on looking at word parts, letters sounds, syllables, or 

phonograms, which in turn are blended to enable students to pronounce words. As 

the reading program progresses, students are prompted to read words along with 

sentences. Many systems are still using the synthetic method for reading 

instruction. Schreiner (1976) stated that from the synthetic approach and the 

analytical approach emerged a different approach, which was called the eclectic 

approach. The eclectic approach focused on sight words and word analysis and 

how they should occur simultaneously (Schreiner, 1976).  

While comparing prior reading instruction to modern reading instruction, 

there are many similarities. The strong force behind modern reading instruction 

has shifted to decoding skills. From a review of teachers’ manuals, in 1976 there 

was an evident need for students to master letters, letter sounds, word parts, and 

words. Beginning instruction that focused on words was known to be primarily a 

visual process. Overall, there were two suggestions that emerged from Schreiner’s 

(1976) research on reading instruction. First, teachers needed to focus on spending 

more time on improving and developing oral language skills to set the foundation 

of reading instruction. Second, there was a need for a progression on the 

assessment of oral language in relation to mastery of reading skills. For example, 

teachers asked students to write or draw what came to mind when orally presented 

a word or concept. Furthermore, the teacher could also ask for a second or third 

relationship to the word or concept. This strategy helped the teacher see what the 

student already knew about the word before it was presented to them properly 

(Schreiner, 1976). 
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Reading Strategies of the 1950s and 1960s 

Changes with various reading approaches have occurred over the past 

several decades. The balanced literacy framework has been often implemented in 

some schools around the United States. Fountas (2012) stated that balanced 

literacy is a combination of skill-based and meaning-based instruction in both 

reading and writing.  The idea of balanced literary is where teachers scaffold, then 

slowly release responsibility to the student. By doing so, the teacher then gives 

continued differentiated support to meet the needs of the students. Balanced 

literacy practices include guided reading, shared reading, read aloud, interactive 

writing, shared writing, guided writing, literacy centers, and independent reading 

and writing. These practices help students gather a grasp by slowly becoming 

independent readers and writers after receiving guided support from the teacher 

(Bingham, 2013). 

Reading Strategies of Today 

Reading has been analyzed and discussed for many years. The National 

Assessment of Educational Progress [NAEP] (2001) stated that in 1994 the lowest 

reading test scores were reported in the United States. There was a debate on 

whether or not whole language or phonics instruction would benefit these students 

best. After analysis, it was discovered that students were able to decode, 

comprehend and read literally at a basic level. However, the scores projected that 

students had a hard time thinking about creating knowledge from information that 

they had previously read. After the results, California was affected the most due to 

its diverse population. The critics blamed the whole language movement and 

fought for a more balanced and comprehensive approach. After careful evaluation, 

the debate concluded that whole language classrooms create learners who are 
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independent thinkers and decision makers. Whole language needs to be taught 

with phonics instruction (Routman, 1997).  

From whole language grew balanced literacy.  Balanced literacy is an 

approach with three major components: reading workshop, writing workshop and 

word work. This includes shared reading, guided reading, independent reading for 

reading components, process writing and shared writing for the writing section. 

The word work section includes phonemic awareness, phonics, high frequency 

words and vocabulary studies (Akhavan, 2004).  Additionally, literacy practices 

that grew out of the whole language movement included early reading 

interventions. Early reading interventions focus on children meeting reading goals 

over a given period of time.  This type of intervention became so prevalent in the 

1990s that the term reading intervention became a phrase commonly used to 

describe a variety of interventions (Hiebert & Taylor, 2000). 

Throughout the years, reading programs have changed. In 2002, No Child 

Left Behind mandated research-based instruction. Pilonieta (2010) concluded that 

good readers use a variety of strategies. Poor readers, on the other hand, use fewer 

strategies. Poor readers struggle when they are unable to learn the strategies when 

receiving explicit strategy instruction. Within the classrooms of the United States, 

basal reading programs make up 80-90% of classroom instruction time. The 

United States does not currently have a formal national curriculum; different 

school districts adopt different basal reading programs that would best benefit 

their school’s needs (Pilonieta, 2010). Goodman, Shannon, Freeman, and Murphy 

(as cited in Pilonieta, 2010) stated that basal readers deskill teachers; in other 

words, the basal readers control the curriculum and instruction of the classroom. 

Some teachers stated that they modified the basal programs. Further research 
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would need to be collected to see if basal reading programs were effective in 

students reading success (Pilonieta, 2010). 

The National Reading Panel (NRP) (1999) identified five essential 

components of reading: phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and 

comprehension. The crucial components led to the highest chance of students’ 

achievement in reading. The goal is, if students received direct instruction that 

aligned with each of these components, they then would be able to read. 

Guided Reading 

Today in our school system, reading is still stressed as something that 

students must know before moving up in grades. Guided reading is reading 

instruction in which the teacher gives the students the purpose and structure for 

reading (Ford, 2011). The directed reading activity was put forth by Betts (1954).  

He discussed how guided reading was the second of four basic principles of the 

directed reading activity. Step 1 focused on preparing the student to read the text, 

which included relating background knowledge, making connections with prior 

stories, and developing a purpose for reading. Step 2 emphasized silent reading of 

the passage prior to oral reading. Students completed step 2 in order to attain the 

“wholeness” of the story, along with enabling them to apply what they know about 

decoding and the use of comprehension skills. Step 3 required students to either 

reread silently or orally for a new purpose. This helped encourage fluency, 

promote reading flow, and relate key details to the main idea. Finally, step 4 

consisted of follow up activities to meet the needs and interest of students. These 

steps helped elaborate on Betts’s previous idea of providing the students with 

focus in order to help them learn to read.  
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As years went on, the term guided reading started to change. Gray and 

Reese (as cited in Ford, 2011) aligned Betts’s view on guided reading in their 

book Teaching Children to Read. Gray and Reese came up with a second step 

idea. Their idea included the teacher asking the major motivating question. 

Second, teachers would ask other questions to guide the reader throughout the 

story. The purpose of step 2 was to help the student read silently and visualize 

characters, scene, and action. Lastly, the teacher would answer the major 

motivating question which helped meet the students’ need to resolve tension by 

finding the answer to a question (Ford, 2011). Gray and Reese (as cited in Ford, 

2011) felt that these steps were essential in fostering the development of reading 

with guided reading.  

In 1966, Bond and Wagner created and launched Guided Silent Reading (as 

cited in Ford, 2011). Bond and Wagner stated that children should be able to read 

independently sections of a text that had established a purpose for reading by the 

teacher. If sufficient reading had been created, then the child would be able to read 

the section without any discomfort. If the child struggled while reading, he or she 

should be allowed to ask the teacher for assistance. From this theory of Guided 

Silent Reading developed another form of the term guided reading (as cited in 

Ford, 2011).  

In the 1980s George and Evelyn Spache were two reading specialists who 

carried on the previous ideals of guided reading in their book Reading in the 

Elementary School. They sketched out five steps for their basal reading program: 

introduction of vocabulary, silent reading, oral reading, skill building, and 

supplementary activities. Step 2, “silent reading,” focused on the idea of guided 

reading. They believed that teachers needed to create a prereading practice which 

included activities such as helping students find information. For this step, the 
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teachers would have the students look at pictures and make inferences on what the 

story was going to be about. Second, they had students read the story either in 

segments or in whole. During the reading process teachers assisted if necessary 

and encouraged students to use the skills they know to help with word difficulty 

(as cited in Ford, 2011).  

In 1996 the publication of Fountas and Pinnell’s book Guided Reading: 

Good Teaching for All Students created a shift in the way that guided reading 

instruction was taught. Fountas and Pinnell (1996) altered reading instruction from 

being an instructional method to small group instruction. They identified the 

essential components of guided reading. These components included having 

teachers work with students in small groups who can read at about the same level 

and are similar with their learning development. Teachers introduced stories to 

students along with assisting students’ with reading to help develop reading 

strategies so that students can read independently. Every child was to read whole 

text along with increasing to more challenging books as the child progressed. 

Lastly, students were grouped and regrouped after being observed and assessed. 

Overall, guided reading has always had the same purpose: it is planned, 

intentional, focused instruction where the teacher helps the students, usually in a 

small group setting, and learn more about the reading process (Ford, 2011). 

Guided Reading vs. Explicit Instruction 

Guided reading has been known as the key in helping students achieve 

reading success. Primary schools have been using this model of guided reading 

within their classroom settings. The goal of guided reading is to have students 

reading within a small group at their instructional reading level. The teacher is 

facilitating the group along with providing support to help these students move up 
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in their reading levels. Denton et al. (2014) looked at the aspect of struggling 

readers to determine which intervention would best assist the students in being 

able to read at grade level. The two interventions they explored were Guided 

Reading (GR) and Explicit Instruction (EI). In explicit instruction, the approach is 

that teachers’ lesson plans have clear objectives and progress is based off less 

challenging to more challenging skills and content. Teachers provide direct 

explanations and modeling of concepts, skills and strategies along with 

opportunities of guided and independent practice with clear corrective and positive 

feedback (Denton et al., 2014). Guided reading (GR) is where teachers prompt 

students to use their reading strategies that involve three sources of text 

information: meaning cues, which come from background knowledge, text clues 

which use illustrations, and cues that come from the students’ understanding of the 

English language. Visual cues are another strategy that come from print, sound-

symbol relationships and sound spelling associated with larger orthographic units 

such as onsets and rimes (Denton et al., 2014). As a result of the study, guided 

reading may not be as powerful when working with at risk readers as a 

supplemental intervention may be. 

Reading Recovery  

Along with guided reading in the classroom setting, some schools within 

the United States have been incorporating Reading Recovery Strategies. Reading 

Recovery is a short term intervention that provides one-on-one tutoring to students 

who struggle in reading (Lipp, 2016). Marie M. Clay (2001) developed Reading 

Recovery in New Zealand and has collected 30 years of intensive data to prove its 

effectiveness in having 75% of students reach grade level proficiency in reading 

and writing (Lipp, 2016). Reading recovery focuses on fluency, which enables 
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students to have multiple opportunities to read the same text at their level to ensure 

fluent reading. There are also opportunities for familiar reads. Before guided 

reading instruction takes place, the teacher asks the students to pull out a book 

from their book bag that they read yesterday at home. This is used as a warm up to 

help students practice their fluency. Students should also have access to anchor 

texts. Anchor text are books that the student has read repeatedly over and over 

again. They can reference their anchor books when they are struggling during 

guided reading and need to remember how fluent reading sounds. Modeling is also 

an essential part of this process. When the teacher hears that reading is occurring 

in a choppy manner, they quickly place their voice over the readers to help 

students’ match the teachers. Reading Recovery also provides a book introduction 

where teachers inform the students of key concepts and an overview of the text. 

The program builds excitement for the students. When the students are introduced 

to a new book, the teacher may relate it to something that they have read before 

(Lipp, 2016). Reading, to most students, can appear like a puzzle in need of 

careful solving. Helping students to understand and gain control of the skills and 

strategies to do their own puzzle solving will decrease their dependence on the 

teacher for constant support (Lipp, 2016).  

Three Levels of Reading 

Currently, in the primary educational system, there are three levels of 

reading: independent, instructional, and frustrational. Teachers use these levels to 

guide instruction (Betts, 1946, as cited in Halladay, 2012). The levels are attained 

by teacher observation and assessment on the students during small group guided 

reading to help them adjust their reading level if needed. The levels are in place so 
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that students receive individualized instruction in reading with text that they can 

understand.   

In 1946, Betts first discussed the different types of levels and what readers 

coincide with each level. Betts (as cited in Halladay, 2012) stated an independent 

reader is a student who can read 99% word-reading accuracy and 90% 

comprehension. Betts’s framework criteria for the three levels of reading have 

been critiqued over the years.  With the critique of Betts’s three levels of reading, 

there has emerged four key assumptions: decoding accuracy and reading 

comprehension are closely linked, independent reading requires nearly perfect 

decoding accuracy, oral reading performances is a reasonable proxy for silent 

reading behaviors, and certain levels of decoding and comprehension difficulty 

causes frustration. A study completed by Halladay (2012) discussed the four key 

assumptions in regarding Bett’s original framework for the three levels of reading. 

Assumptions of the Three Levels of Reading 

Halladay (2012) discussed Betts’s three reading levels and provided 

assumptions regarding the process used to determine the levels.  Assumption 1 

assumed that decoding accuracy and reading comprehension are closely linked. 

Halladay (2012) observed a teacher and three students in a second grade classroom 

during their independent reading time.  Halladay noted that the instruction began 

by the teacher noting the student began by listening to another student read a book 

titled, Why Do Birds Sing?  In retelling the passage, the student talked about the 

birds building nests out of mats (Halladay, 2012). Next, the teacher observed 

another student, Sarah, as she read a passage aloud. In the passage, Sarah omitted 

several words.  During that three-sentence segment, Ms. Brewer noted that Sarah 

omitted the word “today” and substituted a for the, “told” for tell, and “started” for 
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start, resulting in four errors out of 15 words. However, despite the errors, Sarah 

then gave an accurate and detailed retelling of the passage (Halladay, 2012). 

Finally, the teacher observed another student, Dante. He read Wax to Crayons. In 

the story, he was able to read correctly “When the wax cools, it becomes hard. The 

hard wax is taken out of the mold. The wax is now in the shape of crayons.” When 

the teacher asked Dante what he learned about how crayons are made, he 

mentioned that the wax is melted then it cools, then people have to clean the wax 

because they mold it together to form a crayon (Halladay, 2012). Based on the 

observation of assumption 1, accurate oral reading and comprehension go 

together. But after the observations that occurred in this study, it was clear that 

comprehension and decoding don’t always go together. In the classroom, teachers 

need to think cautiously about determining reading levels to make instructional 

decisions when students meet either the accuracy of the comprehension threshold, 

but not both (Halladay, 2012). 

Assumption 2 

According to Halladay (2012) assumption 2 focused on independent 

reading and how it requires nearly perfect decoding accuracy. The study focused 

on a student in a third grade classroom. One student in the study, Maria, was 

looking for a book to read at her independent reading level. The teacher instructed 

Maria to read a short passage from the text to see if the book was a good match. 

Maria read quickly with good expression and was able to answer comprehension 

questions correctly. The teacher noted five minor errors while Maria was reading 

the short passage, yet concluded that the book was fine for Maria to read at her 

independent level. Conversely, he calculated her accuracy score and noticed that 

she was reading the book at 97% accuracy, which meant that the book was at 
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Maria’s instructional reading level.  This situation forced teachers to use an 

accuracy criterion to decide if a student was able to read a particular text. The 

accuracy calculated miscues along with comprehension scores to gather a 

percentage for the students’ reading level. Two important questions stem from this 

study: How reasonable is it to expect students to read aloud with near-perfect 

accuracy, and how necessary is it for them to do so? (Halladay, 2012). With a 

close look at question 1, a study was conducted with a group of 159 second 

graders; only 7 out of the 159 students were able to read with 99%-100% reading 

accuracy. This information helped researchers reevaluate Betts’s original 

framework. Since Betts’s study was based on a small sample of fourth graders, the 

relevant criteria for older and younger students have never been validated. 

Accuracy is measured by counting any deviations from the printed text as 

errors. All miscues carry equal weight whether or not the miscue changes the 

meaning of the text significantly (Halladay, 2012). To tackle the issue some have 

claimed that errors should be scored on their impact on reading comprehension. 

For example, significant miscues should be counted if it alters the meaning of the 

text. Less significant miscues are those that reflect student dialect, are self-

corrected, and do not change the meaning of text. This idea has been brought 

about to address the issue of the scoring system to acknowledge that even though 

students may fail to meet the accuracy criteria yet their comprehension of text is 

complete.  

By looking at Halladay’s question 2 (“How necessary is it for them to do 

so?”), some believe that wholesome comprehension should be more important 

than accuracy. A study completed by John and Magliari (as cited in Halladay, 

2012) concluded that readers in primary grades have the same comprehension 

level at an average accuracy rate of 91.02%. With this said, leveling systems 
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should coincide with the readability of a passage. Teachers need to be aware of the 

discrepancies of leveling systems. There are many factors that are not put into 

consideration when gathering leveling calculations such as student prior 

knowledge or interest. Independent reading helps foster a love for reading, along 

with building vocabulary which will help develop accuracy and comprehension 

over time.  

Assumption 3 

Assumption 3 looks at oral reading performance as a reasonable proxy for 

silent reading behaviors. The study observed a teacher who was conducting a mid-

year reading assessment to a fifth-grade student (Halladay, 2012). The student was 

asked to read orally; the student grumbled as he read. After the assessment, the 

student said, “I just hate having to read things out loud. I do it so much better in 

my head.” In the classroom an oral reading assessment is the best way for the 

teacher to see what the students’ thinking process is when they are reading the 

written text. The student in this situation brought attention to some differences 

while comparing oral reading to silent reading. Oral reading has been used to help 

group students into the three reading levels: independent, instructional, and 

frustration (Halladay, 2012). The teacher listens to the child read a text out loud, 

along with assessing the students’ accuracy and comprehension. The reading 

levels are used to match the reader to texts that they can read independently, along 

with grouping them into small groups for guided reading. When students prefer to 

read silently, it is more difficult for a teacher to measure the progress of the 

student. The most measurable assessment would be comprehension questions after 

the student has finished reading the passage. This helps gage the comprehension of 

the student but not the accuracy. Overall, in order to gather a whole approach on 
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the reading behaviors of students, teachers must obtain various opportunities to 

assess students’ both orally and silently (Halladay, 2012). 

Assumption 4 

Finally, addressing assumption 4, we will look at how certain levels of 

decoding and comprehension difficulty causes frustration. The study focused on 

whether or not text difficulty coincides with text enjoyment (Halladay, 2012). This 

brings into play one of the three levels, frustration. Betts (as cited in Halladay, 

2012) introduced the level of frustration when the child exhibits emotional and 

physical behaviors during reading. The child, for example, moves his hands and 

feet, or he or she may frown or squint or show other behaviors to show frustration. 

It was also advised by Betts that books at the students’ frustration level are to be 

avoided because these books are too difficult for them to read. These two 

descriptions given by Betts proved that low levels of accuracy and comprehension 

will be emotionally frustrating for the reader. Overall, there has been no evidence 

to support the connection between the frustrating reading level and the emotional 

frustration that it had on a student (Halladay, 2012). As a conclusion, students can 

be frustrated when reading difficult text, yet they can be highly motivated to read 

text that they enjoy.  

Furthermore, we must be thoughtful about systems we have in place for 

leveling students. There are many more factors that correspond to matching the 

students to their correcting reading level. Teachers need to take action and provide 

their students with different opportunities for assessment both orally and silently, 

along with carefully monitoring of the significant miscues that may mistakenly 

alter the students’ reading accuracy score.  
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Informal Reading Inventories 

In education, reading is something every child is taught and has access to 

within the school system. Peterson et al. (1978) focused on whether or not 

different question sets that are provided within an informal reading inventory (IRI) 

would produce different results. An IRI is a reading test given to students that 

produces their reading level. The Peterson et al. study comprised of 57 elementary 

students within the grades 2 through 5.  

During the study, the participants were measured both in oral reading and 

comprehension. Students had to get 4 out of the 5 questions correct in order to go 

on to the next reading level. If the child reached the frustration level after being 

asked three questions, he or she was not asked anymore. As a conclusion, the 

researchers determined that the IRI did not produce stable results to determine the 

students’ reading level (Peterson et al., 1978).  

For decades, informal reading inventories have been known as the best tool 

used to determine student reading levels. Betts (as citied in Russell, 2013) 

developed a simple technique for using graded reading books to evaluate 

children’s reading levels. The technique, which he called an 

Informal Reading Inventory, involves selecting a short passage from 

grade level readers several grade levels below and above the student’s grade level. 

Next, several comprehension questions are written for each passage. The student is 

to read passages on different readability levels and answer the questions about the 

passages. Results of the oral reading and the comprehension questions are 

analyzed to determine the student’s reading level. Betts used the term 

instructional level to refer to the grade level at which a student reads with 95% or 

better oral reading accuracy and 75% or higher comprehension accuracy. The 

child’s independent level, according to Betts, is the grade-level passage at which 
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oral reading accuracy is 99% or higher and comprehension is 90% or higher. The 

frustration level refers to a graded passage that is read with less than 90% 

oral reading accuracy and the student’s comprehension drops below 50%. A great 

deal has been learned about the nature of the reading process since Betts (as cited 

by Russell, 2013) first introduced his formula over 70 years ago. His procedure for 

determining a student’s reading level has been used in many commercial 

informal reading inventories and has evolved as a result of ongoing research in the 

areas of reading and assessment (Russell, 2013). According to Russell, there are 

many IRIs available to many schools. Schools need to pick the one best suited for 

their use. Some of the inventories focus on phonics, where others test 

comprehension. Schools are in charge of choosing the correct informal reading 

inventory for their students’ needs.  

Student Populations 

The English–Language Arts Content Standards for California Public 

Schools (1998) and the Reading/Language Arts Framework for California Public 

Schools (1999), both adopted by the State Board of Education, define what all 

students in California, including students learning English as a second language, 

are expected to know and be able to do. The English-language development (ELD) 

standards are designed to supplement the English-language arts content standards 

to ensure that Limited-English proficient (LEP) students (now called English 

learners in California) develop proficiency in both the English language and the 

concepts and skills contained in the English-language arts content standards. 

(California Department of Education, 2002).  The framework provides that student 

move through levels of English Language Development. The five proficiency 

levels of the ELD standards are beginning, early intermediate, intermediate, early 
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advanced, and advanced. Prior to the adoption of the Common Core Standards, 

ELD had its own separate set of standards that students who were designated ELD 

must have attained to move up in levels, along with learning the California State 

Standards at their grade level.  

In 2010 with the adoption of the Common Core State Standards, revisions 

were made under the English language learners’ proficiency standards. The ELA/ 

ELD standards now correspond with each other to better assist ELD students. 

California felt that English language learners may need more support when these 

new standards came into action. The state gathered data and looked at the 

population of ELs coming into the California Schools. California looked at key 

factors that may help ELs attain success in the schooling system. The factors 

included stages of cognitive development, native language literacy, and programs 

and services for English learners. With these factors, educational leaders came up 

with proficiency level descriptors (PLD). PLDs are levels, each with a set of 

knowledge, skills, and abilities: emerging, expanding, and bridging.  

The emerging level is comprised of students who progress rather quickly. 

They are learning to use English for immediate needs along with academic 

vocabulary and other features of academic language. The expanding level consists 

of students who are challenged to use English skills in more contexts. They learn a 

vast variance of vocabulary and apply their knowledge in more sophisticated ways 

appropriate to their age and grade. The bridging level encompasses students who 

learn and apply a range of high-level English language skills in a variety of 

contexts, including comprehension and production of highly technical texts. The 

“bridge” refers to full engagement in grade level activities and academic tasks 

without the need for specialized ELD instruction. Although all levels of ELD will 
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participate in grade-level task, they will receive various degrees of scaffolding to 

help develop both content knowledge and English.  

English language learners (ELL) are a significant part of our educational 

population. The percentage of public school students in the United States who 

were English language learners was higher in the school year 2012-13 (9.2%, or 

an estimated 4.4 million students) than in 2002-03 (8.7%, or an estimated 4.1 

million students) (National Center of Educational Statistics, 2014). Children who 

are designated ELL will benefit from explicit instruction in phonological 

awareness, phonics, vocabulary, oral reading fluency, reading comprehension, and 

writing (Shanahan et al., 2012). Teachers need to also be aware that students who 

are ELL need to have repetition, reinforcement, scaffolding, and differentiation. 

There are many factors that influence an ELL student’s development in literacy: 

socioeconomic status, age when they arrived to the states, educational history, and 

cognitive capacity. Another successful approach to helping ELLs become 

successful in learning English would be to exploit their skills on learning their 

home language. Research has shown that there is a relationship between literacy 

skills in the second language and knowledge acquired in the child’s first language 

(Shanahan, 2013).  All in all, there are many things that can be done to provide a 

prosperous knowledge of English within second language learners.   

Books are interesting to children when they are motivated and eager to read 

them. The child’s interest level needs to be high in order to give effort in reading 

the book. Hunt (1996) conducted a study within a classroom. He observed a child 

reading a book who began to cry when he stumbled across a word he didn’t know. 

Hunt discussed how the Informal Reading Inventory may be more negative than 

positive because it focuses on the negative aspects of the child’s reading: “The 

more the mistakes, the greater the frustration and the lower the corresponding 
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reading level. Concentrating on errors is inherently negative” (Hunt, 1996, p. 279). 

An idea that contradicted the reading level theory is the high interest book and the 

low-powered reader. A child may be very interested in a book that may be too 

hard for him or her to read, but because of the interest in the book the child will 

persist to understand its content. The teacher would need to aid the child with 

reading the material in asking questions to help the child gather meaning from the 

text: “Did you have a good reading period today? Did you read well? Did you get 

a lot done? Could you keep the ideas in your book straight in your mind?”  These 

questions help generate a discussion after the child’s silent reading time which will 

help the child learn about themselves as a reader. It helps give the child an idea of 

what a good reader does while reading so that they can improve their own reading. 

Expectations of Common Core 

Now with the Common Core Standards teachers have new requirements to 

teach reading. The first standard of the Common Core Standards states that 

students must “Read closely to determine what the test say explicitly and to make 

logical inferences from it; cite specific textual evidence when writing or speaking 

to support conclusions drawn from the text” (Fisher & Frey, 2015, p. 56). Students 

will benefit from a close read of complex text. A close read consists of an 

examination of a short text, which requires multiple readings done over multiple 

instructional lessons. The teacher guides the student to analyze vocabulary and the 

meaning of it context, tone, imagery and rhetorical procedures. The teacher needs 

to provide modeling for the students so that they know how to do a close read. 

Also, the students need opportunities to problem solve with their peers with issues 

surrounding the text. As a result of the study, Fisher and Frey concluded that 

elementary students needed the strong foundation in developing their reading 



 28 28 

foundational skills, along with their comprehensions skills within the primary 

educational system. Close reading should not be the only answer in developing 

reading. Yet when there is a strong development in the reading foundational skills 

then students can use those skills to help them close read complex text. (Fisher & 

Frey, 2015).  

Sixth Component of Common Core 

Looking at the five essential components of reading, the National Reading 

Panel (NRP) has added a sixth: knowledge development. With the adoption of the 

Common Core, the NRP felt that knowledge development is essential when 

looking into the different disciplines such as history/social studies and science. 

The focus is that when reading text within those disciplines, the students will be 

building a foundation in knowledge which will give them a background to become 

better readers in all content areas. This component came into effect when looking 

at CCSS/ELA and the informational readings the students are undertaking. 

Knowledge is vital: it has an impact on what students learn and understand from 

reading.  

Analysis of the informal reading inventories and the three levels of reading 

instruction are as follows: independent, instructional, and frustration. The 

independent level consists of books that are too easy for the child; the instructional 

level is where the child should be receiving guided reading with the teacher; the 

frustration level is reading books that are too difficult for the child. While looking 

more closely at guided reading and the instructional level, Dr. Timothy Shananhan 

(2011) discussed the idea of rejecting the instructional level theory in his blog 

Shanahan on Literacy. Shanahan shared a moment from his past when he was a 

primary grade teacher trying to teach reading. He discussed the effect of going to 
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school to earn a master’s degree in reading, which helped him learn more about 

the three levels of reading instruction. This enabled him to create reading groups 

with his students and he felt that he was improving their reading levels. As he 

continued within the reading realm, he became more and more intrigued with the 

instructional level theory. He tracked down Betts’s textbook to realize that Betts 

had accredited the system to a study directed by one of his doctoral students. 

Evidence proved that they had made up descriptions of systems without evidence. 

Since then, readability procedures have improved our systems in which we 

provide guided reading instruction, but the way that we assess accurate reading 

levels has not improved. Shanahan (2011) discussed William Powell (1966) and 

looked closely at data Powell had collected from the 60s, 70s, and 80s. Powell 

proved that the data being used did not result in the optimal amount of student 

learning. Powell felt that we should not accept the 95% work reading accuracy that 

Betts had proposed and felt 85% would be a better predictor of learning, overall, 

letting students read more difficult books.    

The problem with guided reading is that it is focused on helping kids learn 

with minimal amounts of teaching (something Pinnell and Fountas have stated 

explicitly in at least some editions of their textbooks). But that switches the 

criterion. Instead of trying to get kids to optimum levels, that is the levels that 

would allow them to learn most, they have strived to get students to levels where 

they will likely learn best with minimal teacher support (Shanahan, 2011).  The 

student will grasp more information if realistic levels of instruction and support 

from the teacher are in place. This will enable the student to strive when presented 

with harder texts.  

Shanahan continues to disregard the instructional level theory and move on 

to the idea of challenging texts.  With the adoption of the new Common Core 
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Standards, there has been a shift in reading. The Common Core Standards have set 

a more rigorous goal than the standards that California has had prior. The adoption 

of the new standards will produce many new changes to the way that reading 

instruction has been seen for decades. Students will become more frustrated with 

the new idea of challenging texts, yet there will need to be more help and 

encouragement by putting into place instructional supports. Teachers are at a 

standstill with the implementation of Common Core. Reading experts have been 

rigid about finding the right book to match each students’ level which relates to 

the old idea of the three reading levels. The idea is that there is a special test level 

at which students should receive instruction for optimal growth. The philosophy 

states that if students are reading above or below their instructional reading level, 

then there is less or no learning progress. However, with the implementation of 

Common Core, the standards now require that students need to be reading harder 

text (Shananhan, 2013). 

Teachers need to be prepared for the frustrations that students will face 

when reading challenging texts. They need to make sure instructional supports will 

be in place to guide and encourage. Classroom instruction today for reading 

includes lessons that have teachers providing students with previews, 

explanations, reading purposes and analysis of content that is relevant or provides 

background knowledge. This inhibits students from grasping the skills they need 

in order to conquer complex texts. Overall, the Common Core State Standards 

place the text as the focus of students’ text understanding, not the teachers’ 

(Shanahan, 2013). 



   

CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 

Purpose 

The purpose of this study was to determine whether or not students who 

received guided reading at their frustration level attained more growth than 

students who received guided reading at their instructional level. The goal was to 

determine which outcome would better benefit students with diverse backgrounds 

along with English language learners. The study gauged the achievement growth 

of students reading on grade level who received guided reading at their frustration 

level compared to those who received guided reading at their instructional level. It 

is hoped that the results will either help teachers within the United States close the 

reading gap or determine faults within the Informal Reading Inventories (IRI). The 

informal reading inventories (IRI) is currently employed widely on the basis that it 

is one of a reading teacher’s most useful tools for determining the reading 

performance of individual pupils (Peterson et al., 1978).  

The study occurred in ABC Unified School District (all names are 

pseudonyms), specifically focusing on students in second grade at ABC 

Elementary School. Students received guided reading time within their classroom 

setting with their homeroom teacher. The study focused on students based on their 

English language development level along with their IRI to help place them into 

groups.  

The goal of the study was to help teachers better benefit their students’ 

reading abilities by conducting guided reading. The study helped determine if 

there is more growth at the end of the analysis when students have taken an 

informal reading inventory (IRI). The IRI determined if students went up more 

reading levels compared to students who were not a part of the study.  
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A quantitative research approach was used to help gather students for the 

study. To start, teachers selected for the study were given a letter of consent (see 

Appendix A). First, a survey was given to the the four, second-grade teachers. The 

survey included questions about the teachers’ years of training in guided reading 

and students’ abilities. The survey included the following questions, which were 

multiple choice, fill in the blank, along with an order ranking (see Appendix B):  

1. How many minutes per group is daily guided reading provided in the 

classroom? 

2. How many times per year is the Informal Reading Inventory 

administered? 

3. In order, what is the main focus of your guided reading instruction? 

4. What is the primary ethnicity demographic in the classroom? 

5. How many students in the classroom are English language learners? 

6. How many years have you been teaching guided reading? 

7. How often do students have access to daily independent reading 

within the classroom? 

8. How comfortable do you feel teaching guided reading? 

9. What is your opinion on your student's interest in reading? 

10. Describe the process of your guided reading. How do you teach 

guided reading? 

Participants 

The participants for the study included 18 students in four, second-grade 

classrooms at ABC Elementary School. Out of the 18 students, 12 were English 

language learners and 6 were English only. The students selected were at various 

English language development (ELD) levels. Students also had different work 



 33 33 

ethics and were at the same reading level according to an Informal Reading 

Inventory.  

First, a survey was given to the teachers; the survey helped determine 

which teachers had more experience than others in guided reading (see Appendix 

B).  This helped compare results that were gathered at the end of the study. ABC 

Unified School District has implemented Scholastic’s Next Step Guided Reading 

Program into their classrooms. The Scholastic’s Next Step Guided Reading was 

used to determine reading levels along with strengths and weaknesses of the 

students. Students were given an informal reading inventory, which is the 

equivalent to a running record of about 100 words. The test gauged the students’ 

comprehension and miscues. This helps teachers determine the students’ reading 

level by having the students orally read a passage of about 100 words. After they 

read, students are asked comprehension questions, along with a retell. All of these 

components helped determine their reading level. This enhanced guided reading 

instruction to benefit the students’ reading levels. Scholastic’s Next Step Guided 

Reading Program was used as a pre and post-test for the study. 

Research Site 

ABC Elementary School is located in the Central Valley of California. The 

school is composed of 36 credentialed teachers, which include special education 

staff, a principal, and a vice principal. In 2015, 723 students were enrolled at the 

school.  Of those students, 2 were American Indian, 17 were Asian, 19 were 

African American, 644 were Hispanic, 37 were White and 4 were three or more 

races. The demographics of the school are 90.6% Hispanic, with the other 

population ranging between White, Black, Asian, Indian, and other (Education 

Data Partnership, 2016). A majority of the students are socioeconomically 
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disadvantaged. The vision of ABC Elementary is to be distinguished for high 

levels of achievement by all. Staff, families and students work in a safe and 

engaging environment. The principal has been working on this vision for the past 

6 years.  

Besides the credentialed teachers at the site, the school also has access to 

various support staff. Currently, there is a teacher on special assignment for 

Curriculum and Instruction who helps teachers develop their classroom instruction 

along with providing strategies to enhance lesson plans. ABC Unified with its high 

percentage of socioeconomically disadvantaged population has been given funding 

to provide RTI specialists. The school currently has four reading specialists. The 

specialists work with small groups of students, providing intense guided reading 

five times a week for 30 minutes each day.  The students receive these services on 

top of their guided reading with the classroom teacher. Within the primary grades, 

kindergarten through second, the school is fortunate to have a reading specialist 

who comes into the classroom to provide guided reading to the students with the 

classroom setting.  In the year 2015-2016, ABC Elementary created a math 

intervention, which helps provide small group instruction to students who struggle 

with number sense and basic math computation. The teachers along with support 

staff at ABC Elementary provide many services to the students to help them reach 

their potential.  

Specifically, the study occurred within the second-grade at ABC 

Elementary School. Within this grade level are four teachers with various years of 

experience and models of teaching. 
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Instruments 

The instrument used in the study was a survey given to the teachers (see 

Appendix B). The survey consisted of 11 questions and was given electronically 

on Google Forms. The survey was given to provide background knowledge on 

teacher levels of guided reading along with year of experience within the 

classroom. The survey focused on the demographics of students along with their 

strengths and weaknesses. The students were given the one section out of the four 

in Scholastic’s Next Step Guided Reading to help teachers observe and evaluate 

their reading strengths along with areas for growth.  

Procedure 

The data were collected by a computer-generated teacher survey created by 

Google Forms (see Appendix B). This helped gauge teacher’s levels within the 

classroom along with experience with guided reading.  Next, the four selected 

second-grade teachers conducted their Next Step Guided Reading pretest. The 

pretest was conducted in their classrooms during center time about 9:00a.m. The 

results were grouped according to reading level, and from there the students were 

mixed according to the following areas: English Learner Level, reading ability 

level from the (IRI), and work ethic. The teachers began guided reading with the 

set group, with instruction at students’ frustration level. Guided reading occurred 5 

days a week for 30 minutes each day. The instruction focused on sight word 

recognition, phonemic awareness, fluency, and comprehension. At the end of the 8 

weeks, teachers administered a posttest. The posttest was the same Scholastic Next 

Step Guided Reading program, yet the assessments were different. The results 

were collected and compared to other students within the classroom who received 

guided reading at their instructional level to determine the effectiveness of the 

study.  
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The sampling used was a convenience sampling. The students were 

selected for the study based on their English language learner level, work ethic, 

along with being on grade level with their reading and academic performance 

within the classroom. The students selected for the study were both English 

language learners and English-only students who were currently reading at either 

level H, I, or J, which signifies on grade level for entering second grade. The 

classroom teachers collected the data from the Next Step Guided Reading program 

and provided findings to the researcher in order to evaluate the results.  

The teachers were responsible for giving the assessments and collecting the 

data from the Scholastic’s Next Step Guided Reading Program. The collection 

occurred in the classroom setting. As for the Google Forms, the survey was given 

electronically to the four, second-grade teachers (see Appendix B). The researcher 

evaluated the results and compared the experience and knowledge of teachers to 

determine inter-reliability.  

The teachers who participated within the study received an incentive. The 

incentive included a free lunch along with a “thank you” for helping with the 

study. This year, the push within ABC Elementary School was reading. The 

school principal had an additional incentive for those teachers who were selected 

to be a part of the study.   

Teachers were selected based on their prior training in the new reading 

program adopted from ABC Unified. The district has adopted Scholastic’s Next 

Step Guided Reading program and has trained all teachers on how to implement 

the program into the classroom. District academic coaches were helpful through 

implementation. The coaches demonstrated use of running records, along with 

monitoring teachers through application. 
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Data Analysis 

Data were collected and evaluated from the survey given to teachers online 

by Google Forms. The data were analyzed to help determine which individual 

teacher had experience teaching guided reading. The data helped select the 

teachers who had experience with guided reading along with facilitating it within 

his or her classroom on a daily basis.  

Subsequently, a pretest was conducted which included the running record 

assessments given within ABC Unified’s implementation of Scholastic’s Next Step 

Guided Reading program. An informal reading inventory was given to the students 

during the first week of school. The data collected were evaluated to set up small 

guided reading groups comprised of five students each. The post test, which was 

similar to a running record, was given at the frustration level of the students who 

received 8 weeks of guided reading. The research determined if the 8 weeks of 

guided reading at the frustration level helped improve students more significantly 

than those students who received guided reading at the instructional level. The 

results underwent quantitative analysis, which helped determine a growth in 

reading level according to demographics.  

After data were collected, the researcher compared the running record 

results from the first week of school compared to 8 weeks later. A bar graph was 

constructed to compare the results among students who were classified ELD, 

along with their work ethic to determine if they attained more growth when 

reading texts that were more challenging.  

Limitation 

A limitation for this study was time. Due to the lack of time that the 

researcher had to conduct this study, the results were limited. The study took place 
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over the course of 8 weeks. The researcher felt that in order for the data to be 

accurate, it would have been best to conduct the study over the course of a year.  

Another limitation that could influence the results of the study was inter-

reliability among teachers.  There was no way to guarantee that the teachers were 

selected to participate were homogenous at their reading instruction. This could 

have inhibited the results of the study and indicated skewed scores. 

Summary 

The purpose of the study was to determine if students who received guided 

reading at the frustration level attained more growth within an 8-week span over 

students who received guided reading at the instruction level. The methods used 

were a qualitative survey given to four teachers within the second grade (see 

Appendix B). The quantitative analysis helped compare pre and posttests along 

with comparison of students who received the guided reading at the instructional 

and frustration level compared to those who did not. The study followed 18 

students from four, second-grade classrooms at ABC Elementary School in ABC 

Unified School District.  

 



   

CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS, INTERPRETATIONS AND ANALYSIS 

Findings, Interpretations and Analysis 

The findings from the data showed some remarkable results. The data 

collected were both qualitative and quantitative. Both of these measures were 

needed in order to gather a full analysis. The qualitative results were in the form of 

an open-ended teacher survey based on the teachers’ guided reading practice (see 

Appendix B). The quantitative data were the student progress when comparing the 

pretest and the posttest.  

The results of the frequency table that displayed student growth versus non 

student growth were interesting. The teachers were instructed to give a running 

record pretest during the month of August to gather students’ current instructional 

reading levels. The instructional reading level is the advised level according to 

Betts in which guided reading groups should be created. The teachers should be 

using the students’ instructional reading level to help create reading groups. The 

instructional reading level is the level in which students are in between 

independent and frustration within reading. During the month of September, 

teachers provided intensive guided reading instruction to English language 

learners and English-only students at their frustrational level. Frustrational level is 

the level where students become frustrated because they are unable to read 

fluently. The guided reading protocol that the teachers used was small group 

instruction, in which they focused on comprehension and fluency throughout the 

lesson along with sight words for students who struggled. Teachers also had 

students relate text to self to help them grasp concepts in the stories.  At the end of 

October, the teachers gave the students a running record posttest at their 
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frustrational level, which was the level they had been receiving guided reading 

instruction.   

The purpose of this study was to determine if students who received a more 

intensive form of guided reading at the frustration level demonstrated more growth 

rather than having them receive instruction at their instructional level. The 

research will contribute to the way reading instruction is taught, due to the 

misguided notion that students should only be instructed at their instructional 

reading level during guided reading time.  The study had importance due to the 

drastically low percentage of students who leave school unable to read and 

comprehend at grade level. The data prove that guided reading instruction at a 

student’s frustration level is more beneficial than students who receive guided 

reading at their instructional level. During the short 8-week span of the study, 

student growth did occur among both English language learners and English-only 

students.  These students received their guided reading instruction at their 

frustrational level compared to their instructional level like Betts had suggested.   

Research questions of this study are the following:  

RQ1: Will students attain more growth measured by a running record if 

they receive guided reading instruction at their frustration level compared to the 

instructional level? 

RQ2: Is there a correlation to English language learner Identification and 

reading level growth? 

Results of Teacher Survey 

Teachers were provided a survey that measured both quantitative and 

qualitative data. The questions gathered information on the teachers’ years of 

experience, along with student demographics. An electronic copy of 10 questions 
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was sent to the four teachers who participated in the study. The questions 

measured both teacher inter-reliability and years of experience, along with open-

ended questions that focused on their direct guided reading instruction (see 

Appendix B). 

Survey Quantitative: Guided Reading 

First, the questions that measured teachers’ daily guided reading instruction 

will be discussed. The first question is: How many minutes per group is daily 

guided reading provided within the classroom? 

Two of the teachers stated that they spend 15-20 minutes per day with each 

group; one teacher stated that she spends 20-25 minutes per day with each group, 

and the last teacher stated that she spends 10-15 minutes per day with each group. 

It seems like the time fluctuates between the classrooms and there isn’t a set time 

limit on what is required of each group. The next questions are: What is the main 

focus of your guided reading instruction? How many times per year is the 

Informal Reading Inventory administered?  

All four teachers responded with comprehension being the focus of guided 

reading. Teachers A, B, and C stated that the IRI occurs three times per year; 

Teacher D said that it happens only twice.  

Survey Qualitative: Guided Reading 

In addition to the quantitative responses, a qualitative measure was used to 

see how guided reading instruction in each classroom is differentiated. According 

to the survey, the results varied from teacher to teacher along with the years of 

service. The question that addressed this was: Describe the process of your guided 

reading. How do you teach guided reading?  
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Teacher A, who is a first-year teacher, stated, “The process depends on the 

level group that I am working with. With the lower levels we first begin with sight 

words, introduction, reading the story and then a retell. For higher levels I do not 

focus on sight words, but mainly comprehension and making connections.”  

Teacher B, who is a 6-year teacher but a 2nd-year teacher within the district, 

stated, “I teach them strategies to help them sound out words, use pictures and 

compare to their own lives. I also help them to understand what they are reading 

and to check for understanding, I stop frequently to ask questions and have them 

summarize what they have read so far.”   

Teacher C, who has been teaching for over 15 years within the district, 

stated, “1. Setting the Scene (conversation between teacher and child to connect to 

the author, type of story, concept of book or vocabulary that might appear. 2. 

Picture Walk (guide students through pictures on pages. It can be used as a 

strategy to determine action, vocabulary, character, setting, etc.) 3. Reading the 

Text: (to connect eyes and mind to print on page) 4. Returning to the text: (Teach 

specific strategy or vocabulary words) 5. Responding to the text: 

(comprehension).”  

Teacher D, who also has been teaching for more than 15 years, stated, “I 

focus on vocabulary, book walk, along with book talk. We alternate read aloud, 

along with reading to self. Later we discuss opinions and retell with relating text to 

self.” The results of the qualitative questions varied amongst teachers in 

comparison to years of teaching experience.   

Survey Quantitative: Ethnicity 

Second, the following questions helped get a grasp on student 

demographics within the classroom. What is the primary ethnicity demographics 
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in the classroom? How many students in the classroom are English language 

learners? 

All four teachers responded that Hispanic was the primary demographic in 

each of their classrooms.  Also, Teacher A stated that she has 10-15 students in her 

classroom who are classified as English language learners. Teacher B stated that 

she as well has 10-15 students who are considered ELL. Teacher C said that she 

has 0-5 students who are ELL. Last, Teacher D said that she has 5-10 students 

who are ELL.  

Survey Quantitative: Teacher Inter-Reliability  

Next, the survey measured teacher inter-reliability. Inter-reliability is the 

measure of validity within the teachers’ years of experience (NCES, 2012).  How 

many years have you been teaching? 

Teacher A is a 1st-year teacher. Teacher B stated that she has been teaching 

between 6 to 9 years. Teachers C and D both stated that they have been teaching 

for more than 15 years (see Figure 1).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Number of years teaching experience for each teacher in the study. 

Years of Experience 

A B C D
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Subsequently, another measure for teacher inter-reliability was to assess 

how many years the teachers have been administering guided reading within the 

classroom: How many years have you been teaching guided reading?  

Teacher A stated that she has been teaching guided reading for less than 5 

years. Teacher B stated that she has been instructing guided reading for 5 to 10 

years. Teachers C and D both said that they have been teaching guided reading 

between 15-20 years.  

Survey Qualitative: Teacher Inter-Reliability  

The qualitative part of the survey continued to assess teacher inter-

reliability based on the teachers’ own opinions on their performance of guided 

reading instruction: How comfortable do you feel teaching guided reading?  

Teacher A stated, “I am still learning how to teach a lesson efficiently” in 

guided reading. Teacher B stated that she is “great at it.”  Teacher C stated “very 

comfortable.”  Teacher D said “quite” comfortable at teaching guided reading. 

Survey Quantitative: Student Interest in Reading 

Furthermore, the survey gauged the students’ interest in reading. The 

teachers were asked to tell how many minutes per day each student received 

guided reading: How often do students have access to daily independent reading 

within the classroom? 

Teachers A and B said that they provided the students with 20 minutes of 

independent reading within the classroom. Teachers C and D said that they 

provided their students with 30 minutes of independent reading within the 

classroom. 



 45 45 

Survey Qualitative: Student Interest in Reading  

Next, teachers were asked to state their opinions on their students’ interest 

of independent reading time: What is your opinion on your students’ interest in 

reading? 

Teacher A said, “Many of my students are very interested in reading and 

very excited to read new books. However, they are not as interested in books we 

read for curriculum.” Teacher B said, “They love being with me in a small group.” 

Teacher C said, “About 90% of my students don’t have an interest for Reading. 

They don’t read at home, the classroom and library are their only source of 

books.” Teacher D said, “Students are enthusiastic to read.” 

Quantitative Results of Student Assessment Scores 

The students were preselected according to their informal reading inventory 

level. The students who were reading at either H, I, or J were considered 

beginning second-grade level. The teachers administered the informal reading 

inventory to their entire class individually. Results were submitted to the 

researcher, who therefore chose the students for the study based on their reading 

instructional level at H, I, or J, which is being on grade level within second grade. 

From then, guided reading instruction occurred in each of the classes. Guided 

reading involved both English language learners and English-only students. They 

received instruction at one level up from their instructional level, which would be 

considered their frustrational level. For example, students who took informal 

reading inventory and scored a level H at their instructional level were provided 

guided reading instruction by the teacher at a level I, which would be considered 

their frustration level.  
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Findings of Pretest and Posttest Comparison 

Figure 2 shows that of the 18 students who were receiving this intervention, 

17 showed an increase in their reading level. Some of the students went up more 

than one reading level.  

 

 

Figure 2. English language learners compared to growth on the informal reading 

inventory.  

Figure 3 shows that within the brief intervention of intense guided reading 

at the student’s frustrational level compared to their instructional level, there was 

growth.  Figure 4 compares a range of reading levels that students progressed. 

Some students increased one level compared to those students who increased two 

or three reading levels.  
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Figure 3. Growth of English-only students according to the informal reading 

inventory. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4. Levels each student increased.  
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Conclusion Regarding English Language Learners 

In relation to the students who are English language learners and the 

students who are not English language learners, both groups provided positive 

results. There was only one student who was classified an English language 

learner who did not demonstrate any growth. A closer look may be needed in 

order to determine whether or not that student struggles academically or if there is 

a correlation to learning modalities.



   

CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION 

Introduction 

The focus of the study was to gather insight on the effective use of guided 

reading within the primary educational system. The study also had a strong 

emphasis on English language learners due to the study population being an ELL 

majority in the Central Valley of California. The main purpose was to determine if 

there was a correlation between English language learners who received guided 

reading at their frustration level compared to their instructional level. The research 

may prove to be beneficial for the future of reading instruction. Due to the change 

with California’s curriculum standards, educators have noticed a difference in the 

rigor and the expectations of students to succeed. With the new standards, there is 

a need for text complexity, which changes the way that reading instruction has 

been occurring. 

Purpose 

The purpose of this study was to establish if English language learners who 

received guided reading at their frustration level would attain more growth than a 

student who received guided reading at their instructional level. The focus of the 

study was students who are ELs because the majority of students who attend 

schools in the Central Valley of California, more specifically ABC Unified, are 

English language learners. The goal of the study was to determine how we can 

close the reading gap within the United States along with helping students from 

diverse populations be successful in reading.  

Research Questions 

The two research questions that were investigated follow: 
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RQ1: Will students attain more growth measured by a running record if 

they receive guided reading instruction at their frustration level compared to the 

instructional level? 

RQ2: Is there a correlation to English Language Learner Identification and 

reading level growth? 

Summary of Findings 

Qualitative and quantitative results were used in the study. The qualitative 

data were derived from a survey given to four second-grade teachers who 

participated in the study.  Each question provided to the teachers was geared to 

their experience in guided reading along with the specific demographics of each 

classroom. These questions provided helpful insight into teacher inter-reliability. 

A discovery was that of the four teachers selected to participate in the study, two 

had been teaching for more than 15 years. One of the teachers was a 1st-year and 

the other was a 6-year teacher. The years of experience did not seem to affect the 

results of the data. Each classroom had student growth and teachers’ level of 

experience wasn’t a factor. However, the one student who did not have growth at 

all was a student in Teacher A’s classroom, who was the 1st-year teacher.  

After close analysis of the data from Figure 2, it was determined that all 

students were English language learners who were reading on grade level. All 

students had growth and benefitted from guided reading at the frustrational level 

except one. After looking at the data displayed in Figure 3, it appears that English-

only students who were tested had growth at the completion of the study.  

Subsequently, further analysis displayed an increase in the number of 

levels. According to the data from Figure 4, 10 students had an increase of one 

level, four students had an increase of two levels and three students had increase 
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of three levels. Of the students who increased three levels, two of them were 

English-only students. These data were interesting because they showed that 

maybe language could have somewhat of an effect on level increase. Further 

research would need to be conducted to prove the assumption.   

Future Recommendations  

The study examined the correlation of English language learners in relation 

to their frustrational reading level. The data provided that there was growth, yet if 

the study had been conducted over the course of a year, the growth might have 

been more tremendous. The study was successful in relation to English language 

learners and non-English language learners. Both groups showed growth.  

In relation to teacher inter-reliability, due to the data showing many 

different ranges of teaching experiences, the teachers would benefit from 

professional development within guided reading. This would help bring clarity to 

how guided reading may be taught to enable more success. Since 50% of the 

teachers out of the study were new teachers or new to the district, they might have 

been instructed on teaching guided reading a different way. The other 50% of the 

teachers were veteran teachers who may have not received guided reading training 

in a while. The benefit would be that all the teachers would be aligned and using 

the appropriate model for guided reading.   

A future recommendation would be to create an action plan for 

implementation within a school site. Since most of the students showed growth 

after a short 8 weeks, it may be beneficial to start implementation within various 

grade levels to start with students at different reading levels. Teachers would need 

to provide intensive guided reading for their small groups at the frustrational level. 
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Progress monitoring would need to be conducted to ensure that students are 

showing growth and not staying stagnant.  

Action Plan: Step 1-Professional Development 

The first step in creating the action plan would be to have all teachers 

attend professional development on guided reading. The professional development 

will help make sure that all teachers at the school site are trained the same way and 

all receive the materials they need to be successful with the reading process. 

Professional development in guided reading would help take out the factor of 

teacher inter-reliability.  

Action Plan: Step 2-Pretest  

After teachers have attended professional development on guided reading, 

they would need to give a running record pretest to their students in order to find 

their current reading level. Teachers can set up guided reading groups by students’ 

frustrational level and monitor progress during each session.   

Action Plan: Step 3-Scheduling 

After the guided reading groups have been created, teachers would need to 

set up a schedule where they have uninterrupted guided reading time. An hour per 

day should be sufficient in order to ensure that teachers can provide 20 minutes of 

guided reading to each of their groups.  

Action Plan: Step 4-Guided Reading 

Teacher should pull five students per group in order to ensure sufficient 

time per each child. The focus of the guided reading should depend on the 

students’ grade level along with reading level. Teachers should implement fully 

the guided reading program that they received the professional development on. 
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Action Plan: Step 5-Posttest/Progress Monitoring  

Through the guided reading intervention, the teachers should do frequent 

progress monitoring to make sure that the students are not falling behind in the 

reading instruction yet showing growth. A running record should be administered 

three times per year to track growth as well as formulate new reading groups.  

Overall, schools should begin to implement this new research within the 

realm of reading. The data have shown that student growth was attained for both 

English language learners and English-only students with the short time span that 

was provided for the study. 

Limitation 

One limitation for this study was the time frame. It was very difficult to 

conduct this entire study within the course of 8 weeks. The study would have 

benefitted from a yearlong collection of data. This would have given the students 

plenty of time to be immersed within the new guided reading expectations. 

Teachers as well would have been able to get used to using their students’ 

frustration level to drive their guided reading instruction.  

As an analysis of the data, teacher inter-reliability was a limitation. The 

four second-grade teachers had a vast difference among the number of years 

teaching along with their background knowledge with guided reading, as some of 

the teachers started in different school districts.  

Additionally, a small section of English language learner students was able 

to be pulled to conduct the study. With the limited amount of time it was difficult 

to collect enough students for the study in order to have a stronger analysis.  

Ideally, the study would be more conclusive if the sample size was much larger. 

This would help the researcher gather a vast data analysis.  
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Conclusions 

The qualitative and quantitative results displayed that there was student 

growth amongst the reading levels. Possibly what we know about reading levels 

according to student achievement might have been different when guided reading 

first came about. Now with the new Common Core Standards there has been an 

increase in rigor across all subject matter. This has made an impact on the way that 

guided reading is used within the classroom setting.  

Although the study focused on students who were on grade level, continued 

research would be beneficial to see if the same model works for students who are 

below grade level. Educators have been seeking answers to helping close the 

reading achievement gap. Possibly, this model could be used to help students catch 

up to reading on grade level and become successful with the changing educational 

principles.  
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