CALIFORNIA STATE UNIVERSITY SAN MARCOS
THESIS SIGNATURE PAGE
THESIS SUBMITTED IN PARTIAL FULFILLMENT
OF THE REQUIREMENTS FOR THE DEGREE
MASTER OF ARTS
IN
EDUCATION

THESIS TITLE

What Impact Does Using Trade Books, in Conjunction with

Basal Readers have on the Reading Comprehension of Third Grade Students?

AUTHOR:

Kristina McLaughlin-Conklin

DATE OF SUCCESSFUL DEFENSE:

April 22, 2008

THE THESIS HAS BEEN ACCEPTED BY THE THESIS COMMITTEE IN
PARTIAL FULFILLMENT OF THE REQUIREMENTS FOR THE DEGREE OF
MASTER OF ARTS IN EDUCATION

THESIS COMMITTEE CHAIR
Laurie Stowell

~lLuJ I~ 11Jtuaf

SIGNATURE

I

~

j-/ '7 -0f

--~~~--~~~

THESIS COMMITTEE MEMBER
Janet Powell

DATE

Running Head: COMPREHENSION AND OTHER TEXTS

What Impact Does Using Trade Books, in Conjunction with
Basal Readers have on the Reading Comprehension of Third Grade Students?

Kristina McLaughlin-Conklin
California State University San Marcos
Spring 2008

Comprehension and Other Texts
Thesis Abstract
This study was conducted to explore the impact of supplementing the
adopted reading curriculum (basal reader) with theme based studies and author
studies on the reading comprehension of the students. The assessments used in this
study were from the Accelerated Reader system and the Houghton Mifll.in selection
tests. Three procedures were used, one with no supplement, one with an author
study and one with theme studies. The study was conducted with 17 third grade
students at a small, one-school school district in Southern California. Results found
that the supplemental studies did not improve reading comprehension. A discussion
of the reasons for this result include the limits ofthe assessments used because they
fail to capture the richness of what the author and theme studies provide and could
actually interfere with literal level comprehension which is what Accelerated Reader
and Houghton Mifflin tests tend to assess.

Key Words: reading, comprehension, author study, theme study, basal reader, trade
books
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Chapter One
Introduction
Background

One ofthe most difficult tasks teachers face is how to help their students
understand what they are reading. Many students have difficulty with reading
comprehension. Teachers of all grades struggle to teach their students to improve
their comprehension which will lead to more success as a student and a reader.
Opinions and research abound in professional journals and texts on the best
strategies to use. Toward that end, most if not all, school districts adopt a language
arts curriculum that utilizes a basal reader. The teacher's edition ofthe basal has
many suggestions on the best comprehension strategies to use with particular
selections. The basal reader contains literature with both fiction and non-fiction
selections. Children and teachers alike are thrilled to find their favorite stories and
authors contained in the basal anthology (Reutzel1995). School districts and state
education departments usually insist that the literature be unabridged and simply
won't consider looking at any program that isn't whole language, literature-based,"
(Reutzel).
Many teachers believe that basal readers offer easy to follow, sequential
lessons that help guide them in teaching reading. Teachers are trained in using this
"user friendly'' curriculum and many rely on the components that are included with
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the curriculum. Risner (1996) cites Samuels and Farstrup, " . ...the teacher's role is
primarily that of a technician who follows directions and prescriptions, rather than a
decision-maker. .. " Statewide standardized tests and local assessments are the tools
utilized to evaluate student progress and ability in this area and teachers and parents
feel confident that the necessary skills and strategies taught through the use of the
basal reader will accomplish this. (Egan, 1996). Many hours of district in-services
and professional development sessions train educators how to use these materials for
the best possible results.
Although many districts have adopted basal readers and use them
exclusively, many teachers question the benefit of relying too heavily on the basal
reader. Many feel it is too disjointed and doesn't appeal to student interest. There
does not seem to be much carry over into other subject areas (Egan, citing
Barksdale-Ladd & Thomas, 1993). Lipton suggests that in order to offer more
enjoyment and creativity, novels and trade books should be used more in the
classroom. Lipton (1992) also states that using trade books can provide students
with an experience of using whole text. Trade books provide more enjoyment and
can provide a focus on developing higher level thinking skills. In addition, they
seem to be able to connect new information with past experiences. Johns (1995)
states that the combination ofusing basal readers along with trade books enables
teachers to meet and exceed the expectations in preparing for standardized tests
while still encouraging creativity.
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Using trade books in conjunction with a basal reader, whether it is an author
study or presenting theme-based texts, can assist students in connecting pieces of
information and knowledge to themselves in meaningful ways. (Rosaen 1991).
Geary (2006) states that in order for someone to understand text, they must be an
active thinker able to process the text and make meaning of it. Background
knowledge as well as the knowledge ofwords "is crucial to the comprehension
process." By utilizing theme-based texts or author study, a student can attempt to
access or modify his/her schema in order to have a relationship with the text and
therefore, comprehension will be improved. They should be able to organize prior
knowledge and experience and bring it to the text and make it personal and
meaningful to them. (Rosaen citing Cianciolo, 1991).
This study will examine the use of theme-based texts and/or author study
texts and their impact on the understanding and comprehension of third graders as
they attempt to read and comprehend the basal reader currently used in their
classroom. If the teacher uses either theme-based or author study texts, will her
students be able to understand the selection read in the basal reader better? The
teacher has recently begun using different texts and trade books to support the
Houghton Miffiin basal reader in her third grade classroom and has noticed several
advantages to doing so.
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Statement ofthe Problem

How does a classroom teacher help her students understand the material they
are required to read? What strategies can they be taught or resources given in order
to help them comprehend. Learning to comprehend written materials can be a
struggle for some students. Reading comprehension is the focus of most
standardized tests. Students must be able to comprehend what they are reading,
math problems, a science or social studies question or critically read a piece of
literature. Most students can decode words, based on their knowledge of phonology
and word patterns. However, in order to fully comprehend what they are reading,
they must be taught strategies and ways to approach the text.
Are basal readers the only way to teach children to read and comprehend
texts? Children as well as adults must have some relationship with the text they are
reading. They must be able to connect and access their background knowledge in
order to fully understand. By giving them the opportunity to work with other texts
that can enhance their story selection comprehension, this writer will attempt to
show that the use of trade books will be beneficial to their understanding.
Significance ofStudy

Many states and school districts have adopted basal reader programs and use
them exclusively in classrooms. The problem becomes how to use these materials

Comprehension and Other Texts 5
in the most efficient way, to utilize all resources available to instructors. Many
teachers have expressed views about these basal readers and their effectiveness.
This study will seek to determine if the use of additional texts, theme based
and author study texts and trade books, readily available to teachers, can increase the
level of comprehension by students.

Definition of Terms
Basal reader- A textbook compiled to teach people, especially young children, to
read.

Theme-based trade books- texts or trade books that follow the same theme, such as
trustworthiness, courage, adversity, etc.

Trade books- published texts that are generally marketed to the public
Author study texts- trade books by the same author
Houghton Mifflin- publisher of the basal reader used in the current study
Accelerated Reader- (AR) is a reading progress monitoring software assessment in
wide use by primary and secondary schools for monitoring the practice of reading,
and it is created by Renaissance Learning, Inc.

Background knowledge - knowledge a reader brings with him/her to the
interpretation of texts, experiences, previous reading of other stories, etc.

Schema - a mental set or representation
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Conclusion
Students struggle with reading comprehension. Teachers seek out new ways
to help their students find ways to connect and have a relationship with the texts they
are reading. One of the most difficult tasks teachers face is how to help their
students understand what they are reading and with the current study, the basal
reader will be explored as to its effectiveness. Will trade books help students
comprehend their story selection?
The next chapter will review literature illustrating what is known about
reading comprehension in general, how students comprehend what they read and
what are good practices to use. In addition, the advantages and disadvantages of
using basal readers will be discussed and explored. Finally, trade books, either
theme-based or author study will be examined. Research is limited on these two
subjects, but the writer will attempt to discover and explore published works that
examine the use of these strategies.
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Chapter Two
Review ofLiterature
Introduction

This study explores the challenges teachers face in helping their students
understand what they are reading. As students move through the grades and
encounter more difficult texts, they can have difficulty with reading comprehension.
Opinions and research abound in professional journals and texts on the best
strategies to use. Most school districts adopt a language arts curriculum that utilizes
a basal reader. This basal reader or anthology contains real literature with both
fiction and non-fiction selections. Many, if not all, school districts and state
education departments insist that the literature be unabridged and simply won't
consider looking at any program that isn't whole language, literature-based."
(Reutzel, 1995)
However, in recent years, there has been a movement away from relying too
heavily on the basal reader. Egan (Egan, citing Barksdale-Ladd & Thomas, 1993)
states that many teachers feel it is inconsistent and doesn't appeal to student interest.
Lipton (1992) suggests that in order to offer more enjoyment and creativity, novels
and trade books should be used more in the classroom. Lipton (1992) also states that
using trade books can provide students with an experience ofusing whole text.
Keene (1997, p. 16) states, "For decades educators believed ... .that the spiral
curriculum built into the basal series would ensure that students could comprehend
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complex text. In fact, many children were not and are not learning to comprehend
using this approach.
This study will explore discover if the use oftheme-based texts and/or author
study texts will improve the understanding and comprehension ofthird grader
students as they attempt to read and comprehend the basal reader currently used in
their classroom. If the teacher uses either theme-based or author study texts, will her
students be able to understand the selection read in the basal reader better?

Reading Comprehension
"Comprehending text is a complex linguistic achievement," says Geary
(2006, p.180) and goes on to say that it is an active process that involves knowing
the purpose of reading it as well as interpreting meaning from it. Rosenblatt, (200 1)
states that reading is a two-way process involving a reader and a text under particular
circumstances. Words that are read elicit memories and activate areas of
consciOusness. All readers bring past experiences with them to the task of reading.
In the current study, as students read a story from the basal reader, they must
make meaning from it. When a reader is reading a story, a poem or play, the reader
must look inward and find a personal connection to it; a feeling, idea or attitude.
(Rosenblatt, 2001). When a reader experiences new feelings or a new experience,
Rosenblatt calls this an aesthetic reading, from the Greek word meaning "to sense"
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or "perceive." Conversely when a reader is seeking information, as from non-fiction
texts, it is referred to as efferent, from the Latin meaning to "to carry away."
Rosenblatt (200 1) suggests that many educators are steering students away
from aesthetic reading, which may have more meaning for them, and toward efferent
reading. This is accomplished through the use of worksheets and answering
questions at the end of the story. This "checking whether the student has read the
text" contributes to shallow reading and therefore less comprehension.
"Reading comprehension instruction is clearly so much more than answering
the questions at the end of the chapter." (Onofrey, 2007, p. 683). In order for
children to become more proficient at understanding what they read, Onofrey says
that teachers need to equip their students with skills and strategies "that are
independently transferable" (2007). One such strategy is visualization. Being able
to visualize helps "readers connect with text as they consider the sensory images
evoked by the characters, settings and events" (Onofrey citing Owocki, 2003, p.147).
By exposing students to literature and interacting with it, their
comprehension improves. Class discussions and writing activities can enhance their
connection with the story and its characters. Bluestein citing Cullinan and Gaida
(1998), states that readers have to connect with the characters they read about (2002,
p. 431). "Characters ... reflect human beings we know; they are circumscribed by the
natural powers and failings of a real person in a real world." (p. 233). Readers make
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personal connections with the characters they read about which leads to deeper
understanding ofthe text. (Bluestein citing Dionisio (1994).
Predicting and monitoring comprehension are two strategies good readers
use. (yveaver, 1998). Good readers do this automatically and identifying with the
character can lead the student to a deeper understanding of the story as well as being
able to predict what a character might or might not do. Evaluating a character's
personality and analyzing the character's life, problems, situations, feelings and
actions can lead to deeper understanding. Use of this strategy further encourages
comprehension and text interaction (Bluestein).

Basal Readers
The use ofthe basal reader has been around since 1836 with McGuffey's
Eclectic Readers, when McGuffey designed a reader specifically for each grade level
(Hoffman, 1998). As the years progressed, workbooks, teacher guides and tests
were added. By the 1950's, most basal reader programs looked very much alike and
contained narrative stories about American life. Hoffman (1998) suggests that the
issue of vocabulary was important and publishers controlled the words used in the
stories, thus not facilitating the use of "real" literature in the basal readers.
As the 1970's and 1980's approached, there seemed to be more interest in
including quality children's literature in the basal readers. Reutzel (1995) states that
after Goodman's article, Look What They've Done to Judy Blume, many publishers
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began to listen to educators and include more stimulating literature in their basal
readers. Many basal readers omitted illustrations in their texts. According to Galda,
(1991) illustrations help convey the story and its theme and also aid comprehension
by reinforcing the central story content.
Reutzel (1995) suggests that basal readers are textbooks and he believes that
puts them into a different category than "real" books. They are simply tools to help
and guide the teacher in helping to teach reading skills. They do not, in Reutzel's
opinion, give a student "the feel of a good book in their hands" nor do they motivate
children toward a love of literature.
Risner (1996) states that early basal readers only allowed for comprehension
on a literal front. That is, the questions asked at the end of a story were shallow and
did not allow for students to critically think about the story or infer any deeper
meaning. He also found that there has been a shift somewhat in providing more
meaning-centered questioning. Children become accustomed to what they think is
expected of them. If their teacher repeatedly asks the same kind of questions, they
will read for that answer. Therefore, if teachers begin to use more complex and
meaningful questions, students will become more adept at finding meaning.
Theme Based Texts
Routman (2000, p. 468) suggests that one way to look at a theme based unit
of study is to look at the "big picture." What is the overriding idea? It must be
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relevant to student's lives ... to deepen their understanding. She also suggests that
basal readers have connections that "are too superficial" and should only be used as
a resource.
Theme based studies can be used to enhance students' motivation to learn
more about a particular subject. Guthrie and Wigfield's (2000) engagement model
of reading comprehension development, which states that "reading comprehension is
the consequence of an extended amount of engaged reading. (Guthrie 2000)
Engaged reading is "motivated, strategic, knowledge driven and socially
interactive ... " (Guthrie & Cox, 2001). As students read about a particular subject
and are able to fully immerse themselves into the subject, their interest and
motivation grows.
Researchers have used questionnaires to ascertain children's motivation in
their reading. At least nine components ofreading motivation have been discovered
(Baker and Wigfield, 1999) and (Wigfield and Guthrie, 1997). These include but are
not limited to: curiosity, challenge, involvement, self-efficacy and competition.
Further evidence found that readers who are interested in the subject have "feelings
of involvement, stimulation, or enjoyment during reading (Guthrie citing Renninger,
2000). Research continues to find that children recall passages more fully ifthe
passages were of interest to them (Guthrie citing Renninger, 1992).

Comprehension and Other Texts 13
Author Study

Research on author study is scarce, but Fountas and Pinnell (2001, p. 286)
discuss the ways in which teachers can "select supplementary reading to expand and
refine a students' response to a particular text. This can be accomplished by an
author study. By allowing the students to discover works by the same author as a
selection in their anthology or basal reader, students begin to see the connection as
well as extending their literary understanding.
As students study a particular author, reading works written over a period of
time, students can see a pattern emerge, themes and writing territories that influence
the author's work. (Fountas and Pinnell, 2001, p. 423). When students return to the
original piece that they read in their basal reader, their understanding and
comprehension can be greatly improved.
An author study approach provides students with a critical tool for text

analysis (Fox, 2006, p. 251). A study of an author's work that also includes
biography, interviews and other media representations can enable students to think
critically about an author and supporting texts. When students include writing as
part ofthe author study, it provides them a transformative tool to explore their own
voice as writers and readers. (2006, p. 256).
Readers, first and foremost, want a good story (Jenkins, 1999, p. 12).
Twenty out ofthirty-two third grader students who were informally surveyed
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answered that they liked stories with scary or funny plots that had good characters
(Jenkins, p. 12). Several students talked about how author studies help them become
interested in reading. Struggling and reluctant readers can benefit immensely
(Jenkins, p. 19).
Rosenblatt's transactional theory of reading shows that an efferent stance and
an aesthetic stance enhance the experience through images and events in the story
(Jenkins quoting Rosenblatt (1978, 1991) p. 37). When students study an author
together, they are able to bring their thoughts and discussions to a more conscious
level. As they read and discuss universal themes and life experiences, their
understanding oflife and literature are increased (Jenkins, p. 16).
Summary
The ultimate goal that reading teachers wish to accomplish is to teach their
students ways to comprehend their reading material better. As the literature seems to
suggest, more than just the basal reader is needed to supplement students' reading
experiences. This study attempts to add to the literature by investigating what
happens when students are given the opportunity to explore an author or a theme
further. Does their reading comprehension improve?
The following chapter will describe the methodology used within the study.
This will include the design used, the setting, materials and the participants. In
addition, the following chapter will explain how the data gathered will be analyzed.

Comprehension and Other Texts 15

Chapter Three
Methodology
Introduction
This study addresses the difficulties teachers face in helping their students
comprehend what they are reading. Most school districts are using basal readers or
anthologies, which contain literature, both fiction and non-fiction. It is not clear how
much these stories engage students or how well they comprehend them. Many
experts feel "they are inconsistent and don't appeal to student interest (Egan, citing
Barksdale-Ladd & Thomas, 1993). However, many basal readers are including
favorite stories of teachers and students that could increase the appeal (Reutzel).
This study will examine if the use of additional material used in conjunction
with the basal reader will increase students' comprehension.

Design
The design ofthis study is mixed, being both qualitative and quantitative.
However, most ofthe data analyzed will be quantitative, as it will focus on test
results primarily. Students will be interviewed about the process and anecdotal notes
taken by the researcher.

Setting
District
This study took place in a small, one school, school district set in a rural area
of Southern California. The school serves approximately 580 students, kindergarten
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through eighth grade. The student population is primarily white, with about thirty
five percent Hispanic. Approximately fifteen percent ofthe school population is on
free and reduced lunch.
Classroom/ Participants

This study took place in a third grade classroom with 18 students. There are
four Hispanic students and the remainder are white. While the four Hispanic
students are classified as English Language Learners, they are quite fluent in English
and with extra guidance are able to fully participate in class. These particular
students receive some ELD support, approximately 1 hour per week.
Materials

The materials needed to conduct this study accurately are:
•

Houghton Miffiin Third Grade reading program including selection
tests and other teacher resources. (Selection tests are specifically
used in this study. They are tests consisting of six questions. The
first two questions are short answer, with one ofthose questions
seeking an opinion. The remaining four questions are multiple
choice, including questions specifically about events in the story and
vocabulary questions.)

•

Accelerated Reader: a computer based reading comprehension
program that tests students' understanding ofthe selected reading

•

Trade books for author study and theme based studies.

Procedure and Timeline
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Every week, a story in the Third Grade Houghton Mifflin basal reader is read
together by the students and the teacher. Students may listen to the story either on an
audio CD or read aloud by the teacher. Following the reading, students and teacher
discuss the story. Themes and/or big ideas are discussed during the remainder of the
language arts period. The following day, during the language arts period, specific
vocabulary and questions about the selection are reviewed. All students, in all three
procedures, (described below) read the selection once again before taking any of the
assessments. All students participate as a whole class.
Three different procedures were used. These three procedures rotated, in
that, procedure one was accomplished by all students, procedure two commenced,
followed by procedure three.
Procedure A: In the case of no intervention the students took the Accelerated
Reader test and/or the selection test (in the Houghton Mifllin series) simultaneously.
That is, there were nine computers in the classroom. Nine students began the AR
test while the other 8 took the written selection test. As the students finished the AR
test, the other students left their selection test and take the AR test on the computer.
Procedure B: In the case of using author study to supplement the basal
reader, the same procedure was used to read the story to the students, either by audio
CD or aloud by the teacher. The same discussion ofthe big picture or theme of the
story was discussed as well as the vocabulary. Where this procedure differed is that
during the next day's language arts period, the students were exposed to picture
books and other texts written by the same author. Students were allowed to interact
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with the texts, that is, to read them together, independently or perhaps one or two of
the stories read aloud to the group by the teacher. At the end of the week's study of
the selection, the students followed the same procedure as outlined previously to take
the assessments, the AR test and the Houghton Miffiin selection test.
Procedure C: To study the effects of using trade books and/or themed books,
the same design as the author study was used, with texts of the same theme or
subject provided to the students_ Again, the same procedure for taking the
assessments was used.

Week One-Anthony Reynoso -No intervention (Procedure A)
The first procedure began in late fall and continued to rotate through all
procedures as described above for six weeks_
The students listened to the selection, Anthony Reynoso: Born to Rope. The
students discussed the story with the researcher and talked about traditions and
cultural ideas_ There was nothing further discussed for the next three days at which
time, the students listened to the story as they read along in their books once again_
Following the story, students took the selection test, which is a multiple choice and
short answer quiz consisting of six questions_ Following this, they took the
Accelerated Reader test on the story_ This was standard procedure at this
elementary school site_

Week Two-Dogzilla- Author Study-(Procedure B)
Students listened to the audio version of the story in the Houghton Miffiin
Anthology_ The researcher and students discussed the story as well as had a brief
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discussion about any other books written by Dav Pilkey that were familiar to the
students.
Over the course ofthe next several days the students read several books and
stories by Dav Pilkey. One story, Kat Kong, was similar to Dogzilla, keeping with
the theme of giant dogs and cats attacking the city. The students had so much fun
with these two stories that they made comic book stories similar to them.
The students also read together as a class and independently, Dog Breath!:

The Horrible Trouble with Hally Tosis, The Paper Boy and A Friendfor Dragon.
Many ofthe students, mostly the boys, had read Pilkey's Captain Underpants series.
Lastly, the students listened one more time to Dogzilla. All students then
took an Accelerated Reader test. Accelerated Reader has quizzes designed for use
with Houghton Miffiin anthology selections. The students were also given the
Houghton Miffiin selection test.

Week Three -Night ofthe Pujjlings- Theme Study-(Procedure C)
Students listened to the audio version ofthe story selection Night ofthe

Pujjlings. Since this story is non-fiction, the students reviewed the vocabulary by
writing it down on a piece of paper and reviewing the definitions. The students were
then asked to write a story using the 16 vocabulary words.

The Night ofthe Pujjlings is a non-fiction story about a town in Iceland that
helps out the baby puffins as they leave the nest for the first time. To follow along
with this theme, the teacher read Rain Forest Babies to the students. There was
discussion about fiction and non-fiction as well as the theme of small, wild animals
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and how humans can help them. In Good Hands was a story about orphaned and
injured birds. This led to a further discussion about the type ofwriting and reading
that is done about true facts and things.
The students completed the selection quiz for the story as well as the
Accelerated Reader test.
Week Four- Seal Surfer-No Intervention-(Procedure A)
Seal Surfer is a story about the friendship between a boy and a seal. The
researcher read the story aloud to the student as they followed along in their
anthologies. Several things were discussed following the story, such as their
experiences with the ocean and if they have ever seen a seal in the wild. The
vocabulary from the story was reviewed, along with definitions and how they were
used in the story. At the next reading period, the students took the selection test
from Houghton Mifflin followed by the Accelerated Reader test.
Week Five- Two Days in May-Author Study-(Procedure B)
This selection was written by Harriet Peck Taylor, an author known for
writing about animals. The students listened and read along as the researcher played
the audio CD. Students discussed the issues of animals and how their habitats are
being destroyed and they must seek food far from their normal environment.
The following days were spent reading and looking over several books by
Taylor. Such books included, When Bear Stole the Chinook, Coyote Places the
Stars, Secrets ofthe Stone, and Brother Wolf These books were made available to
students to read on their own.
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The students were then asked to choose two the books and compare and
contrast them. They wrote two small paragraphs about the two books they chose,
what was similar and was different.
Students then took the Houghton Mifflin selection test and the Accelerated
Reader test.
Week Six-Across the Wide Dark Sea-Theme Study-(Procedure C)

This anthology selection is the story of a young boy who came across the sea
on the Mayflower. The students listened and read along as the researcher read the
story aloud. Significant vocabulary was discussed and reviewed. The writer talked
with the students about what type of attributes someone might need to take such a
perilous journey. Several other examples were discussed, pioneers who came across
America to settle in the west, astronauts who have journeyed to space and several
others.
The following day, the students read a selection from the Houghton Mifflin
Reader's Library that is part of the curriculum for the Third Grade Anthology. The
story, Iceberg Rescue is a story of a courageous woman named Louise Arner Boyd
and her team, who made maps ofthe coast of Greenland. The story takes place in
1933 and there was much discussion about why someone would put themselves in
danger and peril just to make a map. We discussed several of the words in the story
that the students had questions about.
For the rest ofthe week, the students were allowed to choose from several
books that the writer made available. These included, The Hurricane Hero, a story
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about the first person to fly into the eye of a hurricane, Up, Up and Away! the story
of Mae Jemison, a female astro11;aut, The Golden Land, a story of immigration to the
United States and their arrival at Ellis Island. Each ofthe preceding books is
included with the Houghton Mifflin Third Grade anthology series. Finally,
Dandelions, a story of a family travelling out west was read.
The students became very fascinated with most of the stories, discussed them
among themselves and were encouraged to read as many as they could. Following
the readings and discussions ofthese stories, the students were asked to write a
paragraph about where they would journey to if they could and why.
The students were then read the original selection once more and took an
Accelerated Reader test and selection test on Across the Wide Dark Sea.
With all three procedures, the researcher talked informally with various
students about the selections they had read. The researcher noted that some stories,
such as Two Days in May and Anthony Reynoso were stories that held little or no
interest to them; while Dogzilla and Night ofthe Pujjlings were stories that piqued
their interest and spurred them on to discover further things about the theme and
author.
Analysis ofData
The researcher kept detailed notes about each study. Anecdotal notes were
read and reviewed. Reports were generated from Accelerated Reader and Houghton
Mifflin selection tests were graded and averaged. The scores of each procedure were
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compared and analyzed. Comparisons of the first round oftreatments were made to
the second round oftreatments and then to the third.

Limitations
The limitations ofthis study involved several factors. The group studied was
small and with that comes a certain attrition rate. Therefore, all the students did not
participate in each selection test due to illness, or leaving the school. As with any
testing, whether or not a student is feeling well or focused cannot be controlled.
Also, it is difficult to generalize results to larger populations from smaller samples.
Another limitation is that the research was completed in the researcher's
classroom. The teacher and the researcher were one and the same. Therefore
collection and analysis may not be entirely objective.
In addition, student interest and engagement were not accounted for. How
much a student likes a story can impact how well he or she comprehends it. This
factor was not analyzed.
Perhaps one ofthe biggest limitations is the assessment instruments used.
They don't capture all of what a student learned. The researcher believes that most
students benefited most from Procedures B and C.

Conclusion
The design of this study is both qualitative and quantitative. Several tests
will be taken and scores recorded. This study addressed the difficulties teachers face
in helping their students comprehend what they are reading. As teachers struggle
with reading comprehension in their classrooms, this study will hopefully discover
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whether or not using additional materials along with the basal reader will assist
students in comprehending their texts. The following chapter will review the results
ofthe study.
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Chapter Four
Analysis ofData
Introduction
This study explored the challenges teachers face in helping their students
understand what they are reading. As they move through the grades, many students
have difficulty with reading comprehension. Opinions and research abound in
professional journals and texts on the best strategies to use. Many teachers rely on
the adopted curriculum and the components that are included to teach reading
comprehension. This basal reader or anthology contains literature with both fiction
and non-fiction selections.

Procedure A -No intervention
This procedure was one in which the selection was read with the students,
either via audio CD or by an instructor. The selections used for Procedure A were:

Anthony Reynoso: Born to Rope and Seal Surfer. Following the selection from the
anthology, the students' comprehension was assessed by using the Houghton Mifflin
selection test and the Accelerated Reader quiz. The passing rate for the Accelerated
Reader quiz is 60%.

Procedure B -Author Study
Students were introduced to the story by either reading or listening to the
story from the anthology. The students were then exposed to other literature by the
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same author. Many books were made available to the students, either for their
independent enjoyment or read to them by the writer. Writing and art activities were
also a part of the lesson.
Students were again assessed using Houghton Mifflin selection tests and
Accelerated Reader tests.

Procedure C- Theme Based Study
Students were read the story from the basal reader and followed along.
Vocabulary and other dimensions ofthe selection were discussed. Following the
reading of the selection, books on the same theme were presented to the students.
Again, they could relate to them independently, or listen as the writer read them to
the class.
Students were assessed using the Houghton Mifflin selection tests and
Accelerated Reader tests.

Results
Procedure A: The students were assessed using the Houghton Mifflin
selection test. They scored an average of 87 % on Anthony Reynoso: Born to Rope.
The Accelerated Reader quiz produced an average of 90% correct. Most ofthe
students enjoyed this story because it was about a young boy about their age. This
story was read around the Christmas holidays and several discussions were had
regarding family traditions and things that were passed down from family member to
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family member. The students revisited the story directly before taking the
Accelerated Reader test by rereading it.
Seal Surfer produced the following results: The Houghton Miffiin selection
test averaged at 80%, while the Accelerated Reader test, average was 90%. This
story appealed to the students for several reasons. During the time this story was
read, the class had been studying animal habitats and had been assigned an animal
report. Their interest in the seals was piqued due to their reading about other
animals in their research for their own projects. In addition, due to the fact that the
elementary school they attend is thirty miles from the Pacific Ocean, many children
could relate to having seen or had some experience with a seal or sea lion.
Procedure B: The selections used for Procedure B were: Dogzilla and Two

DaysinMay.
The average score for the Houghton Miffiin selection test was 92%. The
average score for the Accelerated Reading test for Dogzilla was 94%. This was by
far the favorite story ofthe third grade students in this study. They found it funny
and entertaining and enjoyed making their own comics depicting their own
characters. Based on the scores on both tests, the students appeared to comprehend
the selection extremely well.
The Houghton Miffiin selection test averaged 74%.

The average score for

the Accelerated Reading test for Two Days in May was 65%. The students were
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presented with several other books by the author. They were able to read them
independently and one book was read by the researcher to the students.
Procedure C: The selections used for Procedure C were: Nights ofthe
Pujjlings and Across the Wide Dark Sea.
The average score on the Houghton Miffiin selection test was 74%. The
average score on the Accelerated Reader test on Nights ofthe Pujjlings which
consisted of five questions was 65%. While the students were interested in the
actual theme of this procedure, animal related stories, the students did not appear to
be interested in the story. One student told the writer that it was hard to understand
because there was Icelandic vocabulary in the story and it confused her. They
showed more interest in the other stories and non-fiction books that were read than
they did in the actual selection. The interest has continued far beyond the reading of
the story, in that, they worked on their animal projects and collecting owl pellets and
bones from the playground at their school, which is located in a very rural area,
beyond the reading ofthese stories.
The average score on the Houghton Miffiin selection test was 77%. The
average score on the Accelerated Reader test on Across the Wide Dark Sea which
consisted offive questions was 75%. This selection started several discussions about
immigration. Most students either knew of a story in their own family of
immigration, or a story of a friend or neighbor. The class discussed the perils of
coming to America as well as the courage it takes to leave a familiar place and come
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to a strange one. The students produced a paragraph that discussed where they
would travel and why, if they had the opportunity. Several ofthe boys wrote about
space travel, specifically going to Mars. The selection appeared to spark their
imagination and they were able to put themselves into the position of being a traveler
and explorer.

Results of Houghton Mifflin Selection Tests
and Accelerated Reader Scores for all three Procedures
Houghton
Mifflin
Average
%correct
Average
%correct

Procedure A

Procedure B

Procedure C

Anthony Reynoso

Dogzilla

Puffiings

80%

92%

74%

Procedure A

Procedure B

Procedure C

Seal Surfer

2 Days in May

87%

74%

Wide Dark
Sea
77%

Accelerated
Reader

Average
%correct

Average
%correct

Procedure A

ProcedureB

Procedure C

Anthony Reynoso

Dogzilla

Puffiings

90%

94%

65%

Procedure A

Procedure B

Procedure C

Seal Surfer

2 Days in May

90%

65%

Wide Dark
Sea
77%
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Discussion ofthe Results
In the next chapter, the researcher will discuss the results of the student
scores on the Accelerated Reader tests as well as the Houghton Miffiin Selection
tests. How much improvement, if any, was had with different strategies? Does it
really matter if a student becomes involved in a theme based study or author study?
Will their comprehension of a selection in their anthology improve if there is
involvement in the story as opposed to just reading the story and taking the test? Or
does engaging with meaningful texts outweigh the results of an assessment?
Conclusions about what else might impact comprehension as well as
recommendations for teachers will be discussed.
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Chapter 5
Conclusion

Introduction

In reviewing the results ofthis study, the researcher found that while all three
procedures were beneficial, (65% is considered passing) the procedure where no
intervention was used, that is, the story was read and the assessments taken, proved
to produce the higher scores on average on the assessments used. Due to the design
ofthis study, with such a small population, and with such limited text selections, the
results might seem somewhat puzzling. One would expect that the more time a
student spends with a text, author, or theme, the higher their comprehension.
One interpretation could perhaps be that the actual selection from the basal
reader, the selection each student was tested on, was the story that least interested the
student. In the case of an author study, the other texts written by the author were
more engaging and interesting to the student than the selection that was offered to
them in the basal reader. As stated in chapter 2, interest and engagement can have a
huge impact on comprehension and this needs to be investigated further.

In each procedure the text selection was re-read immediately before the
Accelerated Reader test was taken. As noted in Chapter 4, the results ofthe
Accelerated Readers tests were all over 60% which is passing. Is there a direct
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correlation between the reading of the story and having little or no time passing
before the students take the test that contributes to the high performance ofthe
students on the comprehension tests?
The second reading ofthe selection is the key to comprehension. Routman
relates a story about a second grade student who was asked about a second reading
of a text. She responded that "My first reading was like a rough draft" (2000 p.
129). The majority of reading programs suggest that repeated reading is a strategy
that works. "Within the comfortable territory of a well-known text .... [students]
experience the success of reading with growing fluency and comprehension." (2000,
p. 130).

What is the goal of a reading teacher? Students should comprehend what
they read, but is the ultimate outcome a superficial knowledge ofthe characters,
setting and events of a story? Or should the goal ofteachers be to assist their
students in understanding how to comprehend the deeper meaning ofthemes and
authors' craft? As students read, they acquire more and more background
knowledge for future reading of stories and non-fiction pieces. The exposure to
various texts is perhaps the most important facet of the reading curriculum. In this
study, the wide variety of texts provided to students, in addition to the basal reader,
were much enjoyed by the students. The procedures themselves might motivate
students to read more widely about a theme or an author and continuing to read and
gain knowledge are also important goals.
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The researcher, after looking at all the data and anecdotal notes, believes that
the assessments used for this study were perhaps not the most suitable. The
measured the basic comprehension ofthe selection but not the degree in which
students interacted with other texts. Based on anecdotal notes and researcher
observation, students were engaged far more in the supplemental texts and study
than they were in the actual selection from the basal reader. Another investigation
using these procedures could use a more sophisticated and complex assessment of
student knowledge to truly understand what the students gained.

Recommendations
The findings ofthis study reinforce what teachers know about good reading
strategies. Students need to be exposed to texts, both fiction and non-fiction.
Students reading below grade level, who struggle with reading, need to be given the
appropriate support in order to understand the selection. Students need to be familiar
with the reading selection, working with it, re-reading it. But in addition, they must
be allowed to explore and have access to the wide variety oftrade books available to
teachers today.
In retrospect, the researcher was surprised by the findings of this study. It
was expected that one of the two procedures in which either a theme based or author
study would produce better results in terms of reading scores on the Houghton
Mifflin and Accelerated Reading tests. The better results were achieved, in fact, by
the no intervention procedure.

One reason may be that the students only had one
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story/selection to concentrate on. They had no other texts to consider or to be
confused with. It was very straight forward; one story, two tests. One probable
cause for the inconclusive results was the small sample size. In addition, dealing
with only 17 students, each unique individuals with their own learning styles and
academic profile, proved to be difficult to obtain the desired results.
Because this study was small, with a limited number of students and
selections, the results are inconclusive. It would be interesting to extend this study
for an entire school year to ascertain if a correlation truly exists between the use of
outside texts and the reading anthology.

The researcher does acknowledge that any use of outside texts and students'
exposure to many different texts, can only enhance their knowledge and interest in
subjects they otherwise may not be exposed to. This mirrors good teaching practice
and it has informed the writer's teaching practices for use in the classroom.
Recommendations for Classroom Practices
Adopted reading curriculum is here to stay. It provides an easy to use,
resource for many teachers at the beginning of their careers as well as experienced
teachers. The assistance it provides to new and beginning teachers to follow as they
learn the curriculum of a particular grade level can be invaluable. However, the
research shows and many seasoned teachers know, that students can only benefit
from high exposure to texts of all kinds. The basal reader can be a great jumping off
point on a unit of study for any grade, whether it is an author study or theme based
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study. It is good teaching and best practice for all teachers to give their students an
opportunity to experience the world of literature, in all its forms.
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