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Abstract

An effective teacher is one who is always striving to best meet the needs of the students they serve. To do this, the type and quality of instruction being provided must constantly be evaluated to assure effectiveness. Techniques and strategies that may have once been considered most effective might no longer meet the needs of the current population of school-age children. In this study, strategies for best practice for reading comprehension instruction to occur in mixed-ability 2nd grade classrooms are explored with a goal of determining the most effective way to assure mastery of Common Core State Standards for Reading. Small group, differentiated reading instruction is compared with whole group, generalized instruction in order to determine how the needs of students can best be met in elementary classrooms. The findings of this study support the idea that students learn best in a differentiated, small group setting where the teacher meets student needs within their Zone of Proximal Development using texts at individual, instructional reading levels. 

Introduction

Teaching and learning styles have evolved drastically throughout the history of public education. These changes happen as a result of shifts in society, the value and emphasis placed on education, changes in students themselves, and, most importantly, changes in our understanding of how educators can best meet the needs of our students. These changes serve to help us achieve the goal of elementary education, which is to build and support a strong foundation for learning, especially in reading. While there is no single right or wrong way to best educate today’s youth, an argument can be made that students are not all the same, and, therefore, do not learn in the same ways. While students often share common academic goals, the learning paths they require to reach said goals vary greatly from one another (Roy, Guay, & Valois, 2014). It is becoming increasingly clear that when students are viewed as one collective, unified group, many learners fall through the cracks of our educational system on both the high-achieving and low-achieving ends of the learning spectrum.
Traditional classrooms are learning environments that utilize instructional techniques aimed to provide all students with the same instruction in the same way at the same time (Tieso, 2003). These classrooms are teacher-focused, textbook driven, and rely heavily on lecture. Because of this, teachers often employ teaching strategies that ‘teach to the middle’ with the goal of reaching a majority of the students through generalized instruction (Nicolae, 2014). While many students can adapt to this teaching style and are able to find success, a large population of students, on both the lower end of the learning spectrum and students who struggle to stay focused in whole-group settings, struggle to grasp concepts and keep up with the rest of the class. While it may not seem like a significant problem for a handful of students to not comprehend one unit of information, when this problem is viewed from an elementary perspective—where students are learning how to read—we can easily see how the inability to master basic skills can negatively impact future learning and success across multiple content and social contexts.

Much research has been done to support the idea that a change needs to be made to our current teaching practices to better support and meet the needs of our elementary students, and many agree that differentiation will play an important role in this change. While differentiation can take many forms, one of the most effective styles for early elementary students in heterogeneous classrooms is small group instruction. A small-group, differentiated learning environment is one where instruction is administered in small group settings and targeted to meet individual student strengths and needs. This small group instruction is a pedagogical practice designed to accommodate the differences between students and tailor instruction to their readiness levels and learning styles to promote maximum personal growth (Valiandes, 2015). 
Differentiation is a unique teaching style because it recognizes students’ strengths and provides resources to strengthen their weaknesses (Suprayogi, Valcke, & Godwin, 2017). While many believe that differentiation is important, a disconnect can still be seen between this understanding and actual implementation in the classroom. It is fairly easy for a trained teacher to see differences in students’ reading abilities and where their strengths and weaknesses lie, though many teachers struggle to find an effective way to begin and maintain small group instruction that can target and assess students’ needs in an organized way or for them to master the Common Core State Standards. Hence, this study focuses on the following question, when compared with generalized, whole group instruction, how does small-group reading instruction impact second grade students in meeting required state standards in a mixed-ability classroom? 
An action research project to compare small-group reading instructional strategies and generalized, whole group instruction will be conducted to determine the most effective way to assure students are learning and mastering all reading State Standards while receiving instruction at their individual reading levels. The outcome of this project will provide information about whether instruction is more effective when all students are working in leveled small groups on the same skills, with differentiated reading materials, or if all students should work from the same mentor text with instruction occurring in a whole group setting. This project is important because while all students are unique and enter the classroom with various levels of reading abilities, they are all held to the same standards and are assessed over their mastery of those standards at the end of the school year. It is important to determine the most effective use of instructional time in order to assure that students are getting the most out of their instruction, and that instruction targets the various needs observed at different reading levels.  
Review of literature

This literature review is organized into three subsections. Together, these subsections will provide evidence to outline the need for differentiated instruction to support early reading growth in elementary students and the ways it can be most effectively implemented in the school setting. 
Quantity versus quality of instruction
We often hear the phrase ‘practice makes perfect’ in terms of helping students meet and master reading goals. Topping, Samuels, and Paul (2007) define practice as, “facilitating the transfer from working memory to long term memory, so consciously controlled processing becomes automatic processing (associated with higher speed and lower effort)” (p. 254). This implies that the more a student is exposed to an idea, concept, or text, the greater the chances it will be absorbed and internalized. The problem with this way of thinking arises when considering the types of questions students are being asked that allow them to work toward a high quantity of practice. Another problem occurs when considering the pace students work and process. In the time it takes one student to answer one question, another could have completed five, which brings into question the quality of instruction slower working students are receiving if they do not have access to as wide a variety of questions or adequate processing time. Research shows that quality reading instruction targeted to individualized student needs is more beneficial to student achievement than the quantity of instruction.

Much of teaching and student learning happens as a result of teachers asking questions in order to elicit student responses that demonstrate their understanding of concepts being taught. If a student can accurately answer a question, it can be assumed that they have a solid foundation of understanding that topic. The types of questions that teachers ask can be categorized into levels of knowledge measured in Bloom’s Taxonomy—ranging from higher order questions, requiring reflection and thinking beyond the text, to lower-order questions, requiring recall of facts (Şahin, 2015). Şahin (2015) studied the types, quantity, and quality of questions asked in the classroom in order to determine their effect on student understanding and reading comprehension. The results of this research show that asking fewer, higher-order, guiding questions provide students with a deeper grasp of concepts than more, lower-level questions. While practice is important in order to help students become better readers, the quality of that practice plays a larger role in their academic success than the sheer mass of questions to which they are exposed.

This understanding leads to the need for teachers to create an environment that promotes both quality reading and reading instruction for all students. While it is beneficial to know that quality should be strived for, the question now becomes how can this quality-reading environment be established in elementary classrooms containing a wide variety of reading abilities? Topping, Samuels, and Paul (2007) investigated this question, finding that both quality reading and quality reading instruction allows for maximum student growth across grade levels. Opportunities for quality reading come from providing students with reading materials within their Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD), which is where they are pushed just slightly beyond their comfort zones in order to challenge themselves to become better readers. Quality reading instruction comes from meeting students at their individual levels to ask higher-order thinking questions and promote stronger comprehension. These higher-order thinking questions will vary greatly with the wide range of reading levels that can be found in a typical, early-elementary classroom. This requires an environment that allows for all students to receive guided, quality reading instruction at their level. Topping, Samuels, and Paul (2007) state, “Appropriate, effective implementation involves not only the monitoring of reading practice, but also implies action to guide the student toward successful comprehension” (p. 262). This individualized guide toward success is the foundation of a differentiated learning environment.
With quality instruction occurring in small, focused, guided groups, an obstacle many teachers face is assuring that student learning is equitable and allows for every individual to show growth. When reading levels vary as greatly as they do in elementary classrooms, it can be easy to assume that differentiated instruction is not equal if students are working at different levels and on different concepts or strategies. Valiandes (2015) aimed to investigate the equity of differentiated instruction, finding that while students may be working at different levels and on different tasks, focused work in their ZPD served to provide higher-quality learning—as measured by their end-of-year growth—than traditional, teaching-to-the-middle practices (Valiandes, 2015). Through the use of differentiated instruction, teachers are able to target instruction to students’ strengths and scaffold learning in areas where they show weakness, which is not something that can be as easily accomplished in a whole-group setting. Instruction that teaches to the middle, which often occurs in whole-group instruction, can result in students not achieving to their full potential (Connor, Morrison, and Underwood, 2007). 
When approaching the idea of equality from a differentiation mindset, it is important to understand that equity does not mean ‘equal’ or ‘same’, because each student is not the same. Rather, equity comes into play through the high expectations and opportunity for challenge that differentiated instruction affords each student by meeting them where they are within their ZPD (Valiandes, 2015). Quality instruction is that which helps a student make growth toward their own individualized goals, with differentiation serving as a tool to help close the achievement gap that often is unsupported through generalized, traditional teaching practices.

Reading behaviors and reading environments
Differentiated instruction is an effective instructional strategy that allows for teachers to teach students to read using strategies that best fit their learning styles. Not all students learn and achieve in the same ways, therefore, reading instruction must be tailored to individual students needs in order to allow for maximum student growth (Connor, Morrison, and Underwood, 2007). Students in early elementary grades come to the classroom with very different levels of exposure to written and spoken language, significantly affecting their vocabulary development and their comprehension skills as they begin learning how to read. With this high variation between student reading abilities, struggling students may develop a negative self-concept and attitude toward reading when they compare themselves to their peers during generalized, whole-group instruction. Roy, Guay, and Valois (2015) investigated the effects of differentiated instruction strategies on academic self-concept, finding that when classroom environment is adapted to meet the needs of individual students, feelings of negative self-concept related to reading ability were reduced. When instruction is differentiated and students are able to work toward personal goals by demonstrating understanding in a way that reflects their learning styles, struggling readers at this age are less likely to compare themselves to their peers, but rather can use their own growth and achievement to form the basis of their self-concept (Roy, Guay, & Valois, 2015).

By establishing a positive attitude toward reading early in reading development, especially with struggling readers, teachers can help foster a positive outlook toward reading that will follow students through their academic careers.  LaRocque (2008) investigated the relationship between students’ feelings toward their classroom environment and their academic achievement. LaRocque (2008), found that students need to feel safe, challenged, and satisfied with their learning environment in order for instruction to be effective. Through a differentiated learning environment, students can feel safe knowing they are being challenged at their developmental level, with a goal of showing personal growth. This allows for teachers to create a safe learning environment that encourages students to push their reading abilities and make mistakes without fear of failure or of being compared to peers.

When creating this safe, but challenging differentiated learning environment that fosters reading growth, it is important to consider the type of instruction and the expectations of reading that are being set both explicitly and implicitly throughout the day. McIntyre (1992), in her study of how classroom contexts establish beginning reading behaviors, found that the expectations teachers set for reading in different contexts of the school day play a large role in the behaviors observed in beginning readers. When students are learning to read, independent, unstructured reading time, such as silent reading, is often ineffective in helping students build fluency and comprehension because they do not yet know the expectations of reading and how to gain meaning from a text. Early elementary students just learning to read do not yet have the stamina or independence to develop reading skills and require a close teacher presence to help them begin to read for meaning. McIntyre (1992), states, “an ideal setting could include social interaction in small groups where the expectation is clear that children will successfully read” (p. 368). Through these small groups, the teacher can establish an expectation of reading for meaning by differentiating instruction to target specific strengths and needs of students within their individual reading levels. 

Connor, Morrison, and Petrella (2004) in their study of beginning-of-the-year reading comprehension skills and effective types of instructional activities, found that student reading levels at the beginning of the school year play a very important role in the type of instruction that will allow them to show the most growth in their reading comprehension throughout the school year. Students who enter the school year reading above grade level benefit more from child-managed explicit instruction while students reading at or below grade level require teacher-managed explicit instruction in order to meet grade level reading and comprehension expectations (Connor, Morrison, & Petrella, 2004). This means that students reading above grade level can be successful with tasks where they are asked to complete a specific task more independently while on grade level and struggling readers require more structured, teacher lead instruction to complete reading tasks. This is important to consider when planning and implementing instruction in the classroom because not all strategies work for all students. When instruction is targeted specifically to the needs of the individual student, greater learning and growth is able to occur. This will not only allow struggling, lower achieving students to make appropriate growth based on their individual needs, but it will also provide opportunities for enrichment for higher achieving, advanced students, whose needs are often not effectively met in traditional classroom settings (Tieso, 2003).

Teachers’ beliefs towards differentiation
While a differentiated, small-group learning environment has been shown to provide the supports and setting necessary to meet the variety of needs seen in beginning readers, this teaching style is still not effectively used as common practice among a majority of early elementary reading teachers. In classrooms where teachers are attempting to create a differentiated classroom, they often do so in a way that doesn’t center on the individual needs of the students. In these cases, teaching remains the same for every student, but is administered in small groups rather than a whole group. This disconnect between theory and practice begs the question: Why aren’t teachers implementing the strategies they know to be beneficial for young readers?
In order for differentiation to successfully occur in classrooms, teachers need support, tools, and resources to help develop confidence in their abilities to effectively implement best teaching practices. One of the main reasons teachers find it difficult to utilize small groups in the classroom is because they lack confidence in their abilities to successfully implement this teaching strategy. Suprayogi, Valcke, and Godwin (2017) found that teachers who had high self-efficacy were more likely to attempt and keep up differentiation practices in the classroom than teachers with low self-efficacy. 
Differentiation can be an extremely daunting task because it requires teachers to both proactively modify existing curriculum to fit the small-group setting and constantly adjust materials, teaching strategies, and groups as students’ strengths and needs change throughout the school year. Adapting teaching practices in this way requires a shift in thinking about what teaching looks like in the everyday classroom. Small-group instruction requires teachers to move away from a teacher-focused mindset to a student-centered approach with consideration of individual student strengths and needs at the forefront of decision-making (Nicolae, 2014). Many teachers don’t feel willing or able to put in the time and effort needed to commit to the task of differentiating their instruction, and therefore, choose to stick with traditional, generalized teaching practices for matters of convenience.

This lack of confidence many teachers feel relating to their ability to successfully create and manage a differentiated learning environment stems greatly from the absence of opportunities for teachers to see effective differentiation in action. Suprayogi, Valcke, and Godwin (2017) state, “without a solid understanding of a theoretical rationale, teachers find it difficult to implement new ideas in the classroom” (p. 294). When teachers have opportunities to see and experience small-group differentiation in action, through professional development opportunities or observations of colleagues’ teaching, self-efficacy improves because teachers feel supported in their efforts to try something new. In their study of the factors that lead to successful implementation of differentiation practices in schools, Smit and Humpert (2012) found that schools with teachers who were like-minded, supportive, and open to trying new things were more likely to implement differentiation practices with success, as measured by student growth on end-of-year standardized assessments. Walker-Dalhouse, Risko, Esworthy, Grasley, Kaisler, McIlvain, and Stephan (2009) find that differentiation works best when teachers work together to provide supports the students need. This happens best when teachers are provided with opportunities for professional development and given opportunities for observation of and continued support by fellow teachers experiencing success. These studies show us that an academic community, where teachers feel supported by their team of fellow teachers, is necessary for differentiation to take hold. These communities of like-minded teachers promote an easier transition into the implementation of this challenging, new teaching practice.
Discussion
Within this literature review, a need for small-group, differentiated instruction was established by highlighting the ways in which students benefit from this teaching practice in ways that traditional, generalized teaching strategies do not. All of the research analyzed through this literature review showed that differentiation strategies are not a quick, easy fix to meeting the needs of the wide range of readers seen in early elementary classrooms, but it is a necessary step to assure that all students develop a strong foundation for reading.
An open, supportive community of teachers and school leaders with a shared commitment to doing what is best for each and every student is essential for differentiation to take root and allow results to be observed through an increase in reading abilities. The creation of an environment where teachers feel safe and supported in their attempts to try new techniques and feel comfortable in sharing their success with colleagues is a direct reflection of the administration of a school. Findings from the studies included in this review support the idea that when principals and other school leaders work diligently to create an environment where teachers feel supported, empowered, and encouraged by their community, differentiation is more likely to be seen implemented successfully in classrooms (Goddard, Neumerski, Goddard, Salloum, & Berebitsky, 2010).
Methods

Participants

Research for this study was completed in a rural, Southern Ohio (United States) school in a district of around 1,500 total students. The study was conducted in two separate 2nd grade classrooms, each composed of readers with abilities ranging from beginning of first grade level to middle of third grade level as measured by the Fountas and Pinnell Benchmark Assessment System. Classroom 1 is the classroom that received individualized, small group instruction while Classroom 2 served as the control classroom and received standard, whole group instruction for the purposes of this project. Both classrooms worked on the same standard over the course of this study. Classroom 1 had a total of 22 students. Five of those students were on Individualized Educational Programs (IEPs), one of which had reading goals that were serviced by our Intervention Specialist rather than small group, classroom instruction, and therefore were not included in this study. Classroom 1 also had five students who received TITLE 1 reading services by a specialized reading teacher, and therefore were not included in this study. This brought the total number of participants in this study for Classroom 1 to 16 students. Classroom 2 had a total of 23 students. Five of those students were on IEPs, but still received whole group instruction and participated in this study. Six students in Classroom 2 received TITLE 1 reading services and were not included in this study. This brought the total number of participants in this study for Classroom 2 to 16 students. Participants in this study that were on an IEP are noted in all tables with an asterisk (*). 
Procedure

Through this study, data have been collected and analyzed to answer the following question: when compared with generalized, whole-group instruction, how does small-group reading instruction impact second grade students in meeting required state standards in a mixed-ability classroom? To answer this question, I have explored various ways reading instruction can be administered with an overall goal of assuring all students at all reading levels master the goals outlined in Ohio’s Second Grade Common Core State Standards (CCSS). Participants in this study are mastering Ohio’s Second Grade CCSS 2.RL.3: Describe how characters in a story respond to major events and challenges. This is a reading comprehension skill that students in second grade are expected to master in order to develop their reading abilities and deepen their understanding of the texts they read. In this study, students answered questions about who the characters in a story are, what challenges they face, and how they overcome their challenges. A copy of the graphic organizer used to analyze all texts in this study can be found in Appendix A. 

In this study, two classrooms of students are used to evaluate the effectiveness of various teaching styles with the outcome being student mastery of CCSS 2.RL.3. A description of the participants was given in the ‘Participants’ section of this study. The first teaching strategy used is small-group, differentiated instruction, organized by providing standards-based instruction through the use of leveled texts at each groups’ individual reading levels. In this model of small-group differentiation, all students will be working on the same skills at the same time, but they will be doing so using a text that is at their instructional reading level. The second teaching strategy is whole group instruction that provides standards-based instruction through the use of a common, mentor text. In this traditional model of reading instruction, all students will be working with the same text and they will receive whole group, generalized reading instruction to complete these tasks based on the needs of the average student observed in the classroom.

This study took place over the course of two weeks. While this is not an adequate amount of time to truly evaluate the effectiveness of various teaching strategies, it did allow students to become familiar with the standard and the texts used to monitor student growth and achievement. Both classrooms began this study by taking the same Pre-Assessment, which asked students to read No Bullying, a 160-word, grade-level passage and respond to the questions from Appendix A. Students in both classrooms were asked to complete this cold-read task independently, which means this was the first opportunity students had to view and respond to the text. This pre-assessment, and all other activities in this study, were graded using the common rubric located in Appendix B. 

Students from Classroom 1 were divided into small groups based on their Fountas & Pinnell (F&P) reading level measured at the start of the school year. These reading groups met with the teacher every day for 15-minutes over the course of the 2-week study. Each week, students read a text at their reading level and worked together to answer the questions from the graphic organizer in Appendix A. 
In week one, students reading at a level I read the story The Last Muffin by Jenny Feely, a F&P level I text, students reading at a level J read the story The Ugly Duckling by Maryann Dobreck, a F&P level J text, and students reading at a level L read the story Moving by Mia Coulton, a F&P level L text. The first three days of small group instruction were spent taking turns reading the stories aloud two times in order to build fluency and increase comprehension of the texts. Students were also asked to read the story to themselves during their Read-to-Self time when they were not working with the teacher in small group. The last two days of small group instruction were spent discussing and answering questions from the graphic organizer located in Appendix A. Our focus was on answering questions in complete sentences and restating the question within our answers.

Classroom 2 completed the graphic organizer located in Appendix A together as a whole-group using the story The Rough-Face Girl by Rafe Martin, which is a text used in our second grade Fairy Tale Unit reading curriculum. This text was read aloud to both classes and students completed the standard lessons and activities associated with this text as outlined in our reading curriculum guides. In addition to this, Classroom 2 also participated in whole group-teacher lead discussions centered around answering questions about characters from the story and the challenges they faced. At the end of the first week of instruction, both classes were asked to complete the 2.RL.3 graphic organizer to serve as a formative assessment midway through the study to measure the effectiveness of both teaching strategies thus far. 

For week two of this study, students from Classroom 1 were again divided up into their leveled reading groups. These groups remained the same as week one. This week, students in the level I group read the story The Spelling Bee by Jill Sherman, level J read the story Monster Cowboy by Maribeth Boelts, and Level L read I’m The Guest by Karen Mockler. Reading groups again spent the first three days taking turns reading the stories two times each, as well as once independently during Read to Self. The last two days of small group instruction were spent answering questions from the 2.RL.3 Graphic Organizer (Appendix A). This week, the focus of instruction was on providing evidence to support our answers when identifying the challenges from the story and how the character overcame this challenge. Classroom 2 continued to verbally engage in whole-group, teacher lead discussions about the characters and challenges of a story using the next mentor text from our Fairy Tale unit, Cendrillon by Robert D. San Souci. This text was read aloud to the class by the teacher and the teacher modeled answering the 2.RL.3 Graphic Organizer questions for the whole group. 

Both classrooms also ended this study by taking the same Post-Assessment, which asked students to read a 379-word, grade-level story, I Broke it by Edie Evans, and respond to the questions from Appendix A. This is a level J text as measured using the F&P leveling system. According to this leveling system, students should be reading at a level J at the beginning of second grade. In both classes, students with a reading level of J or higher—as measured by the benchmark assessment scores second grade teachers collected at the start of the school year—read this text to themselves and completed this assessment independently while students reading at a level I or below read this text aloud in a small group with the teacher. This post-assessment was also graded using the common rubric from Appendix B. 

Results

Across both classrooms, students in this study started this school year struggling with their reading and reading comprehension. The results from the Fall Reading MAP test students took at the start of the school year showed that only 56% of students in Classroom 1 and 50% of students from Classroom 2 were reading at or above grade level (Appendix C). While this is not the only tool used to measure student achievement, MAP Scores do play a very large role in both students’ projected success on the 3rd Grade Reading Guarantee State Assessment they will take next year, and teacher yearly evaluations of effectiveness. Based upon the overall scores observed in these classes, it is clear that implementation of a rigorous instructional practice is essential to help these struggling readers become successful and return to an ‘on-track’ status for future reading assessments. 

Pre-Assessment


The results of the Pre-Assessment students took at the start of this study showed that overall, the two classrooms that participated in this study were very comparable in ability. The average score on the No Bullying Pre-Assessment for Classroom 1 was 10.4/16 and the average score for Classroom 2 was 10.4/16. This shows that both classrooms started out with a comparable level of background knowledge regarding their understanding of the 2.RL.3 standard measured in this study. Some of the biggest gaps in understanding observed in both classes as measured by student performance on this Pre-Assessment were in students’ abilities to answer questions in complete sentences and provide evidence to support their answers. When answering the questions about the challenge characters faced and how they overcame this challenge, a common student answer was “A mean girl” or, more simply, “Ivy”. While this is not technically an incorrect answer—as Ivy was the bully in this story—answers like these lack a depth of understanding by the student necessary for student success with this skill as they continue to work with more challenging and complex texts. The results of this Pre-Assessment were the driving factor for the focus of instruction over the course of this two-week study. 

Week 1 instruction
Following the Pre-Assessment, Classroom 1 began small group instruction with texts at each group’s instructional reading level. All students in Classroom 1 showed growth on this activity as compared to the Pre-Assessment, with the biggest growth in scores coming from students’ use of complete sentences and their ability to restate the question within their answers. While this growth is exciting to see, it is important to note that the graphic organizer from Appendix A was completed together in each group, with heavy modeling and a discussion of responses prior to students writing their own. Guided Reading Group Week 1 scores are not a true measure of student mastery of this standard, but rather served as a practice tool for instruction occurring throughout the week with specific skills within this standard. 

A more true sense of the effectiveness of instruction that occurred in Week 1 can be seen in the results of the Formative Assessment given at the end of Week 1. While all scores from Classroom 1 went down from their Guided Reading Group Week 1 scores, almost all students showed improvement on this assessment as compared to the Pre-Assessment scores. Only students 1.3 and 1.8 received the same score on both the Pre and Formative Assessments. This shows that while students were not able to apply all new learning and understanding gained from Week 1 Guided Reading Group instruction to their own, independent work, the instruction that took place throughout this week did provide students with a better understanding of how to answer questions in complete sentences and how to accurately identify the problem and solution in the story. 

Classroom 2 took the same Formative Assessment as Classroom 1. During Week 1 of this study, both classes were reading The Rough-Face Girl as a read aloud during our whole-group reading time, and we completed activities aligned with our reading curriculum using this story. In addition to our assigned reading curriculum, Classroom 2 also studied this text with the focus of mastering CCSS 2.RL.3 for the purposes of this study. Instruction for this week in Classroom 2 was similar to Classroom 1 in that the focus was on answering questions in complete sentences and restating the question within their answer, however the difference was that this was completed through whole group, teacher-lead discussion instead of small groups. At the end of the week, students were asked to apply what they had learned from their week-long discussion and analysis of the text on their own using the graphic organizer from Appendix A. The class average on the Formative Assessment for Classroom 1 was 11.8/16 and the class average for Classroom 2 was 11.3/16. 

While the scores for Classrooms 1 and 2 remain comparable when looking at the overall class average, we start to see some variation in the achievement of students in the classroom when we look at the growth of students from the Pre-Assessment to the Formative Assessment. In Classroom 1, as mentioned previously, 87.5% of students showed growth from the Pre to the Formative assessment, 12.5% of students remained the same, and no students showed decline in scores. In Classroom 2, only 62.5% of students showed growth from the Pre to the Formative Assessment, 31.3% remained the same, and 6.2% of students declined in scores. This data shows us that more students from Classroom 1 were able to retain and apply their new understanding from Week 1 instruction than the students in Classroom 2. 

Week 2 instruction

In Week 2 of this study, Classroom 1 continued small group instruction with texts at each group’s instructional reading level. 87.5% of students in Classroom 1 showed growth on this activity, and 12.5% of students’ scores declined on this activity as compared to the Formative Assessment. The biggest growth in scores in Week 2 came from students’ use of evidence from the text to support their answers. The two students who received scores that dropped from their Formative Assessment scores (students 1.7 and 1.8), left answers blank seemingly due to lack of attention during their small group instruction and running out of time to complete the activity. While this overall growth is exciting to see, like Week 1, it is important to note that the graphic organizer from Appendix A was completed together in each group, with heavy modeling and a discussion of responses prior to students writing on their own. If this study were to continue, instruction would follow the Gradual Release model, where modeling and scaffolding of these strategies would gradually reduce as student understanding and ability increased. Guided Reading Group Week 2 scores are, again, not a true measure of student mastery of this standard, but rather served as a practice tool for instruction occurring throughout the week with specific skills within this standard. 

Classroom 2 continued whole group, teacher-lead instruction of CCSS 2.RL.3 through the use of another text from our reading curriculum, Cendrillon by Robert D. San Souci. This text was again read aloud during whole-group reading time and activities were completed that aligned with our reading curriculum for this story. In addition to our assigned reading curriculum, Classroom 2 also studied this text with the focus of mastering CCSS 2.RL.3 for the purposes of this study. Like Classroom 1, the focus of instruction for this week was on supporting answers with evidence from the text. This activity was completed through whole group, teacher-lead discussion and completed with the teacher writing class-generated responses on the board using the overhead projector. Due to the whole group nature of this lesson, individual scores were not recorded for this activity. 
Post assessment

At the end of Week 2, both classes were given the same Post-Assessment to measure student growth over the course of this study. The average score on the Post-Assessment for Classroom 1 was 14.3/16. The average score on the Post-Assessment for Classroom 2 was 11.1/16. Overall, both classrooms demonstrated growth from the start of the study to the end. Classroom 1’s class average grew 3.9 points from the Pre to the Post assessment while Classroom 2’s class average grew 0.7 points from the Pre to the Post assessment. In Classroom 1, 93.8% of students showed growth and 6.2% of students declined in the 2 weeks of instruction. In Classroom 2, 75% of students showed growth, 18.8% of students stayed the same, and 6.2% of students declined in the 2 weeks of instruction. 
Conclusions
Through analysis of the data collected as part of this study, both instructional practices presented in this study—small group, differentiated instruction, and whole group, teacher-lead instruction—provided students with an overall better understanding on the standard being assessed than they had coming into this study. In both classrooms, students were exposed to a variety of texts that were used to help build their understanding and ability to identify characters, challenges, and solutions in the stories they read. Even some of the lowest and most struggling readers, like some of the students on IEPs or students who scored in the lowest percentile bands on their Fall MAP Reading Test were able to come away from this 2 week study with the ability to analyze a text more deeply than they were before. This shows us that the expectations and level of rigor presented in this study were developmentally appropriate for the students in these classes as it used their strengths and weaknesses, measured by the pre-assessment, to guide instruction.

The goal of this study was to answer the question: when compared with generalized, whole group instruction, how does small-group reading instruction impact second grade students in meeting required state standards in a mixed-ability classroom? I believe that the results of this study indicate that, when compared with whole group instruction, small group instruction, occurring at students’ individualized, instructional reading level, more effectively target and grow the specific areas of need that students exhibit in their efforts to master new reading comprehension skills. This can be seen most clearly when looking at the amount of growth made in Classroom 1 from the results of the Pre-Assessment to the Post-Assessment. At each benchmark assessment in this unit, almost all students continued to make steady growth from where they started, with a total average growth of 3.9 points from beginning to end. This shows that the instruction students received in the small group setting, with texts at their instructional reading level, were specific to the individual needs of the child and could be tailored to specific problems or needs observed by the teacher at each level. When students were broken up into groups based upon similar reading levels, differentiated instruction helped provide students with reading materials within their Zone of Proximal Development and the teacher was able to more actively see the thinking and ability of all students, specifically the quiet students that tend to shy away from participation in the whole group setting. 
By placing these students in smaller groups and giving them texts to work with that they could read themselves with limited scaffolding from the teacher, not only did their confidence increase, but the teacher observed large shifts in their willingness to participate and offer their own answers and opinions. This was a particular struggle that the teacher of Classroom 2 faced through whole group instruction in this study. She found that her students who raise their hand to answer almost every question were typically the ones who made the most growth with this standard, however her quiet students who never ask or answer questions seemed to fall through the cracks, and ended up being the students who made little or no growth in this study. There are strategies like Think-Pair-Share, where students are given the chance to discuss with a partner prior to the teacher calling on a student that could be used to reach these quieter students. While this is a beneficial teaching strategy, it has been my observation that many quiet students still rely heavily on their peers to provide answers, and therefore do not always receive the full extent of instruction when it is presented in this whole group setting. I believe that an unwillingness to ask and answer questions in front of a whole class of peers played a large role in the reason why Classroom 2 only showed a total average growth of 0.7 points from the Pre to Post assessment as compared to Classroom 1’s 3.9 point growth. 

Generally, instruction that occurred in the small group setting allowed for more focus and engagement from the students with both the texts and the instruction provided. Having frequent, short, and focused time spent on individual skills with several students rather than a whole group, each student is able to benefit more from the time spent working on each skill. In the whole group instruction, the teacher reported that a lack of attention and focus was a frequent part of instructional time by many students. With as many readers that are struggling to meet grade-level expectations as represented within this study, it is not surprising that maintaining the focus of these students is a challenge. Many of these students do not like to read because it is difficult for them. As beginning of the year second graders, they do not yet have the mental stamina or desire to work through a challenge to better themselves as readers. Because of this, the tasks that we ask our students to complete must be more hands on, engaging, and relatable to the student. 
Overall, while the data from this study supports the idea that small group, differentiated instruction allowed more students in a mixed-ability classroom to be successful when learning and improving their reading comprehension skills than whole group instruction, it is important to remember that the size and scope of this study is not large enough to generalize the findings here to the larger school setting. For the 2nd grade students of the school where this study took place however, I believe that a small group approach to instruction with texts at students’ instructional reading level is a more effective approach to instruction than whole group, teacher-lead instruction. This approach allows for more hands-on learning, more attention and focus on shy and easily distracted students, and allows teachers to provide immediate feedback regarding understanding of new skills. 
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Appendix A

Characters/Challenge Graphic Organizer
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Who were the characters?

What challenge did the characters face?

How did the characters overcome this challenge?










Name ______________________________________________________ 

2.RL.3 

Fun-in-first.blogspot.com 

Answer the following questions using any book. 

Who were the characters? 

What challenge did the characters face? 

How did the characters overcome this challenge? 

2.RL.3: Describe how characters respond to major events and challenges

Appendix B

Grading Rubric

2.RL.3: Describe how characters respond to major events and challenges

	
	Needs Work (2)
	Satisfactory (3)
	Outstanding (4)

	Identifies Characters
	Incorrect or no characters are identified from the story
	Characters are accurately identified from the story
	Characters are identified from the story and are described by their relation to the main character (ex. Mr. Thomas, Elizabeth’s teacher).

	Identifies the problem in the story
	Incorrect or no problem is identified from the story
	The problem is identified from the story
	The problem is identified and evidence is used to support the answer

	Identifies the solution to the problem
	Incorrect or no solution is identified from the story
	A solution is identified from the story
	A solution is identified from the story and evidence is used to support the answer

	Uses complete sentences
	Answers are incomplete or are only written in one or two words
	Answers are provided in a complete sentence with little to no conventional errors
	Answers are provided in a complete sentence that begins by restating the question and contains little to no conventional errors.


(Circle):

Pre Assessment

Formative Assessment

Guided Reading Groups: Level ______

Post Assessment
Score: _______/16
Appendix C

Fall 2018 NWEA MAP Reading Assessment Scores and Norm Achievement Percentile as compared with students’ peers nationwide

	Classroom 1
	Fall 2018 MAP Reading Score
	Achievement Percentile


	Classroom 2
	Fall 2018 MAP Reading Score
	Achievement Percentile



	1.1
	176 
	53rd 
	2.1
	180 
	63rd

	1.2*
	162
	21st 
	2.2
	181 
	66th 

	1.3
	191 
	85th 
	2.3*
	157
	13th

	1.4
	166
	29th 
	2.4
	159
	16th

	1.5*
	175 
	51st
	2.5
	155
	10th

	1.6
	157
	13th 
	2.6*
	170 
	38th

	1.7*
	168
	33rd 
	2.7*
	193 
	88th

	1.8
	157
	13th 
	2.8
	168
	33rd

	1.9
	170 
	38th 
	2.9
	188 
	80th

	1.10
	189 
	82nd 
	2.10
	183 
	70th

	1.11
	177 
	56th 
	2.11*
	162
	21st

	1.12
	196 
	91st 
	2.12
	171 
	41st

	1.13
	194 
	89th 
	2.13*
	164
	24th

	1.14
	172 
	43rd 
	2.14
	160
	17th

	1.15*
	165
	27th 
	2.15
	157
	13th

	1.16
	156
	11th 
	2.16
	175 
	51st


*=IEP

=At or Above Grade Level
NWEA Norms Percentile Color Key:

Red: 1-20th Percentile

Orange: 21-40th Percentile

Yellow: 41-60th Percentile

Green: 61-80th Percentile

Blue: 81-100th Percentile 

Please check the How to Motivate Your Students course at Pilgrims website.
Please check the Methodology and Language for Primary course at Pilgrims website.
Please check the Methodology and Language for Primary course at Pilgrims website.
