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Abstract  

This Institutional Ethnography presents research gathered through interviews with 

administrators, teachers and students involved in the giving, taking and using of reading 

assessments to place students in junior high reading intervention. A strong commitment 

to standardized testing in America and a belief in literacy as the most important skill to be 

learned in schools has led to an increased focus in literacy assessment and intervention.  

In analysis of interviews with over 55 individuals impacted by testing in one district, 

conversations reveal the role that power plays in the ongoing high stakes assessing of 

readers and the placement of them in classes meant to "fix" their "deficiencies." Findings 

reveal that these fixes often do more harm than good creating stigma and lost 

opportunities for students, extra stress for teachers and a disconnect between belief and 

practice.  Radical rethinking how we value and assess all learners in school could lead to 

better outcomes for individuals, schools and society.   
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Chapter One 

Critical Moments During the Birth of this Research 

It is fall of my sixth grade year, and I sit in Mr. Winterstein’s class reading about 

how a camera works.  Usually I try to breeze through the reading sections of the Iowa 

Test of Basic Skills, but I have actually always wondered how a camera takes pictures.  

They baffle me with their ability to freeze images in time with the click of a button.  The 

reading comes with diagrams and lots of information about light.  I still don’t totally get 

it, but oh well.  I can answer the recall questions without really thinking so I fill in the 

boxes with perfect silver-gray circles and sit back to enjoy some rest during my favorite 

week of school.  I check around to make sure I am, once again, the first person done, and 

mentally pat myself on the back one more time.  I am smart.  I am a testing queen.   

Fast forward to my fourth year teaching – I am struggling while “Eric” reads the 

second grade passage for the DRA.  He is a ninth grader. I have taught him (or not taught 

him) reading for two years.  After reading silently to himself he returns to my desk for a 

question and answer session.  I ask him about the sea creature that starred in this passage.  

He responds, “I don’t know the word but the letters are E-E-L.”  He is right…  I guess.  I 

try to imagine the brainpower that went into his ability to carry letters as a concept 

throughout the reading.  I feel like school has failed to tap into his capacity.  Four years 

later he will be arrested for shooting someone at a convenience store near the front of my 

neighborhood.  Our students are our community.   

Then later in my ninth year of teaching I give the SSDRA (our district’s home 

grown version of the DRA) to two black females consecutively.  They are asked to read a 

timed section out loud about a boy adjusting to his third father who had an emotionally 



 2 

abusive approach to encouraging his son to master a new skill.  His second father adopted 

him before dying of cancer.  On cue, both stop after this fact to say as if from a script, 

“Why he need to be adopted?  He already had a momma.”  I am not supposed to address 

this.  There is no time for conversation when one must read 160 words per minute.  Later 

when they share that the third father was a good teacher because he eventually taught his 

son the task at hand, I am to mark them wrong.   Middle class values tell us that parenting 

and teaching must always be done with a nurturing hand and this man was cruel and 

callous in his teaching style.  I ignore the answer guide.  

And just this past fall, this research well in place, I blow up at my second hour 

class in one of the more embarrassing moments of a fifteen-year career in teaching.  It’s 

DRA testing day, and they are wandering around the room, talking, turning in tests after 

ten minutes and yelling, “Why should I try?  You will never let me out of this class 

anyway!”  I have taught these students for three years in a row; we care deeply about 

each other, but we fight during testing week.  I have not found a good way to change the 

system yet, so I get mad at them for working against the system that is in place knowing 

that their withdrawal from assessment practices partially lands them in these situations.  

They get mad at me for making them take part in this practice that has never benefited 

them in any way.  More than ever I am sure of the intricate connection between power 

and assessment.  I am more convinced that I must continue this work.  

Rationale 

It’s ironic that someone who loved testing so much as a child would grow up to 

seek out research that problematizes the very act of reading assessment.  As a child, 

testing week was my favorite week of the year.  It was such a break from the challenge of 
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learning.  It was a chance to show off – me versus the test.  As an overweight avoider of 

physical exertion, it was the closest I ever came to the championship game.  I knew I 

could count on my correct answers leading to an upper 90th percentile ranking regardless 

of content tested or assessment tool.   

As a teacher, I soon saw that correct answers, at least in reading, are rarely black 

and white.  Reading comprehension is the result of complex text and reader interactions 

that are so intimately tied to experiences and values that a standardized inference section 

on any test becomes a challenge at best.  The labels resulting from tests, the very ones 

that gave me such pride, must have equally devastating consequences for some of those 

who fall in the lowest percentiles.  I still remember watching the smiling face of a 

beautiful blonde pony-tailed teen drop as she was told that she read at the second grade 

level during her IEP a few years back.  Moments like that confirmed my draw to 

assessment practices that place students in reading intervention.   

The focus of this research largely stems from a critical moment of reflection I had 

before school started the year school pictures were added to rosters.  Not knowing 

anything else about my students I studied their demographics.   I noticed my classroom 

would be full of mostly black faces and that all were receiving free or reduced lunch.  

These numbers did not match the demographics of the school at the time where one-third 

of the students were black and only 50 percent received free and reduced lunch.  How 

could this be, I wondered?  Why are race and poverty so intertwined with reading ability?  

How did these students end up in a reading intervention class when they should be 

enjoying choir, FACS or some other potential career or hobby outlet?  They would ask 

me the same question; “Why am I here?”  I found myself falling on the most simple and 
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basic answer, “because the test says you need it.”  I decided I needed to take a closer look 

at these tests.   

Theoretical Framework 

This research posits some important things about literacy, most importantly that 

meaning is always socially constructed (Berger & Luckmann, 1966).  As Louise 

Rosenblatt (1969, 1978) spells out in her Transactional Theory of Reading, the reader 

interacts with the text (created by an author and influenced by his or her culture) to 

compose a meaning that is intricately connected to all the past and present experiences of 

the reader.  Though the reader owes a careful reading to the author who carefully crafted 

the text, no two people can read the same text in the exact same way.  Much of 

comprehension consists of readers filling in holes and this reading between the lines is 

tied to what a reader knows.  For example, a word as simple as dinner is going to look 

very different based on what a person typically sits down to in the evening.  If a character 

goes to school, the reader often will conjure up images that closely match the schooling 

he or she experienced which will be different for a child in a single-building school 

district compared to a student in a district so big the entire ninth grade class gets its own 

freshmen center.  Culture is always hard at work in the reading process.   

Success in reading and school is often the result of entering the text or institution 

with past experiences that mimic those of the dominant culture, as those who are 

members of the dominant culture are more likely to get text published and design the 

school systems which use these texts (Gee, 2007).  Because our society highly values 

literacy, it is a commonly tested ability and children are often placed in remedial tracks to 

“fix” their “reading problem” when they are not reading on level.  This is done largely to 
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help them, but in practice mimics what Foucault (1982) believes is society’s tendency to 

discipline and punish.  Through this practice society normalizes a certain behavior, tests 

for competence in regards to this behavior, and punishes those who cannot perform the 

behavior considered crucial for a successful life.   This can be seen everywhere.  An ideal 

body weight is a classic example.  Skinny has been deemed normal.  Doctors have 

created Body Mass Index Sizes to see who qualifies, and those who do not are chastised 

by medical professionals, inundated with weight loss ads, and judged by society until 

they feel they are “broken.”  The ability to read is held in similar esteem and tests are 

rampant in American schools (Jones et al., 1999) to check an individual’s ability to 

master this ideal.  As a result, literacy and literacy assessment become sites of power for 

privileging some groups over others (Gilmore, 2003).    

These tests create ambivalence and tension for many participants.  High stakes 

tests are one more way to measure and divide.  They often further disadvantage those 

living in poverty (Allington, 2002) and result in a large number of minority students 

being labeled deficient by school systems (Ladson-Billings, 2006; Lewis, James, 

Hancock & Hill-Jackson, 2008).  These large-scale organizations, which exacerbate some 

of this disadvantage, serve as ideal places to begin rewriting outcomes for the 

underprivileged (Wells, 2000).   

For this research I took a Critical Postmodern stance (Alvesson & Deetz, 2006).  

This approach allows for the deconstruction of situated institutional practices as well as 

an analysis of the language about those practices in an attempt to improve outcomes for 

underserved groups.  The Postmodern approach allows me to consider how all players 
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(students, teachers, principals and district administrators) are simultaneously powerful 

and powerless in the institutions that are part of our daily lives.   

The Inquiry 

Public schools are large institutions in which much work needs to be streamlined 

to allow for efficiency and consistency across sites (Smith, 2005).  Schools are also 

accountable to the general public, which demands some sort of measure to show 

competency (Jones et al., 1999).  This often translates into testing practices that go 

without change or questioning for long periods of time.  Those in district positions of 

power, in the best interests of children, create mandates about testing.  Teachers carry out 

these mandates, sometimes in support of them and sometimes out of duty.  Students take 

these assessments and then are treated in certain ways based on these test results.  These 

testing practices have ongoing significance and impact all players in meaningful ways.  

Despite the power of these testing practices, the players are rarely brought together to 

provide feedback to allow for the best possible decisions regarding practice.  Usually 

decisions about which assessments will be used are made at the district level.  Though the 

teachers have to give the assessments and the students have to take them, they are not 

often asked how well any given measure of reading ability does what it is supposed to do.  

This research is an attempt to bring together the voices impacted by assessment in the 

hope that all involved can be more thoughtful about the use of assessments to improve 

outcomes for students.     

As part of my initial questioning, I was pointed in the direction of Dorothy 

Smith’s (2001, 2005) Institutional Ethnography.  In this method of inquiry, a researcher 

enters at the lived experiences of individuals to trace texts as they move through the 
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channels of an institution to organize and recreate the institutional practices.  

Habitualization narrows organizational choices over time (Berger & Luckmann, 1966).   

These institutional practices inherently privilege some over others (Smith, 2006). 

Assessment is a site of habitualization and privilege.  Having seen this played out in my 

own classroom, I quickly decided that my district’s reading intervention practices 

allowed me to explore answers to the following questions:  

• What are the reported lived experiences of stakeholders as they engage in the 

process of using, taking, or mandating various assessments used to place students 

in secondary reading intervention? 

o In what ways are those experiences the same and/or different among the 

various stakeholders? 

o What are the intended and unintended consequences of these assessment 

practices? 

o How does power manifest in these acts?   

These assessment practices dictate much of what happens in the reading intervention 

classroom.  At least ten days of instruction are devoted to the taking of assessments.  

Instruction is influenced by assessments and the emotional climate of the classroom is 

impacted by acts of power around assessment.  So many different groups are impacted by 

these assessments in so many different ways.  It seems only logical to carefully examine 

the knowledge held by individuals in these various groups around these assessments.   

 To do this, I anchored this research in the local district in which I have taught 

since 2000.  My connection to the district allowed me access to a wide variety of 

participants.  I was most interested in people connected to middle school (sixth and 
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seventh for this district) and junior high (eighth and ninth) assessment practices with a 

heavier focus at the junior high level. I interviewed four administrators housed in the 

central office who were connected to making decisions about assessment and/or literacy 

curriculum and instructional practices including which assessments were given when and 

how reading intervention would-be structured in secondary buildings.  I interviewed the 

building principals at the three junior highs in the district, as they were often the 

connection between the district level decisions and classroom execution of those 

decisions.  I was able to conduct teacher interviews with seven different individuals who 

taught reading intervention and/or served as Language Arts Department Chairs and 

therefore carried out literacy assessment practices at the building level and delivered 

instruction to reading intervention students.  I also conducted teacher focus group 

interviews at three middle school and three junior high buildings for a total of six focus 

groups.  I interviewed six students individually and held four student focus groups among 

three junior high buildings.  All totaled, I interviewed over 55 individuals, resulting in 

twenty hours of audiotaped conversations that were later transcribed.  Those groups 

interviewed are in no way representative of all groups impacted by literacy instruction in 

the district; however, the consistency in answers helped me believe I reached some level 

of saturation to begin making assertions about literacy assessment for this school system.   

Significance 

 First and foremost, because Institutional Ethnography places emphasis on the 

local (Smith, 2005) I hope this research can somehow benefit the district in which I work.  

I plan to share the results with those involved in assessment practices so all can be aware 

of perspectives and practices they might not realize were present.  We can work to 
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change our practices with not only assessment, but also in the way we deliver 

intervention to those who do not perform well on reading assessments.  I want readers to 

consider the consequences of practice as outlined by those interviewed so they can decide 

when outcomes warrant the consequences and when they do not.  

 On a larger scale, I hope other districts can be more thoughtful when it comes to 

assessment practices as well.  No single superior idea of how to improve will emerge.  

However, in the breaking down of practice we can more carefully analyze how these 

practices came to be and how they play out in daily lives.  A close look into a local site of 

one district may encourage the reader to consider how the same questions can be asked in 

his or her district.  Both my district and others can ask all players what is gained and lost 

by assessment practices and how things might look if habits were questioned or even 

changed.   

Definition of Terms 

Some key terms will be used throughout this research study.  I want to provide 

information and a common definition for each of these terms  

STAR Test – The STAR test is an adaptive response test to determine reading ability.  It 

was created by Renaissance Learning (Renaissance Learning, n.d.). It is taken on the 

computer and is scored immediately.  It generally takes students 20-30 minutes to 

complete the tests.  Each of the 36 items provides a passage (anywhere from one sentence 

to multi-paragraph) and a question with four multiple-choice options (See Appendix A).  

In addition to reporting out on a variety of skills the test provides a percentile rank, 

grade-level equivalent and independent reading level for each student.  Once a student 

has taken the test, a baseline grade level is established and questions appropriate for 
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someone at that level are provided.   The first time a child takes the test, the software 

places the student at the grade level reported by the district. According to Renaissance 

Learning, the test was “developed to yield the most data in the shortest amount of time” 

and its reports provide information on “46 skills in 11 domains.”  All of this information 

can be obtained by reports a teacher can request at the class or student level (See 

Appendix B).   

DRA2 Test – This is a standardized diagnostic assessment tool developed in 1986 by a  

panel of educators and revised in 2000 and 2003 (Assess DRA Reading Levels, n.d.).  

Ohio elementary teacher Joetta Beaver was the driving force behind the K-3 version.  She 

teamed up with Dr. Mark Carter to develop protocols for fourth through eighth grade 

(Developmental Reading Assessment).  It provides multiple leveled fiction and non-

fiction passages for each grade level.  The test requires a teacher to perform a running 

record for a student as they read about 150 words of text.  The teacher listens for 

accuracy, rate and expression to determine a fluency score that counts for one half of the 

student’s rating.  The rating corresponds with grade level.  After the student reads a 

section out loud, he or she shares some questions about the passage and provides some 

predictions about what lies ahead in the text.  He or she then reads a much longer portion 

of a comprehensive text.  Upon completion students write a summary, answer inferential 

questions, and discuss their metacognitive strategy use.  Teachers score these answers 

using a rubric and a scoring guide complete with suggested correct answers.  Training to 

score should be a part of the administration procedure.  (See Appendix C).   

SSDRA Test – This test largely mimics the DRA2 test with passages for older students. 

When the district I researched sought a diagnostic assessment tool for students in reading 
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intervention beyond eighth grade, none could be found.  A team of literacy coaches came 

together to select grade level passages so they could choose a section for a running record 

and create packets that would mimic the DRA process once the student read a larger part 

of text.  The major differences included not asking students to generate questions during 

the prediction section and the requirement that students record their metacognitive 

thoughts on the text as they read instead of listing them at the end.  Unlike the DRA 

passages, all the SSDRA readings came from published and popular texts.  (See 

Appendix D). 

Running Records – A running record is an informal assessment procedure (Clay, 2000).   

The teacher listens to a student read a piece of text while marking observations, 

deviations from print, and reading behaviors on a teacher copy of the text.  The teacher 

places a check mark above every word said correctly.  They make some sort of notation if 

a word is mispronounced, omitted, reversed, inserted, or repeated.  These reading 

sessions are often timed to establish a words-per-minute reading rate.   

Rubric of Reading Behaviors –Halfway through my research, the district I studied 

created a protocol for gathering teacher input on students to be used as part of the 

decision process determining which students were placed in reading intervention.  Either 

teams of core teachers or English teachers were supposed to fill these out for any student 

considered not proficient on the STAR or who otherwise caused concern. Teachers 

considered a Likert scale on a series of questions describing reading behaviors.  A score 

of twelve or below deemed a child in need of reading intervention (See Appendix E).  

These were based on informal or anecdotal observations, as they were not standardized.   
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Reading Intervention Class –In the context of this research, reading intervention class is 

a term to describe a fifty-minute block of instruction students were placed in if not 

considered proficient in reading.  This course replaced an elective and therefore was often 

referred to as a forced elective.  Students in this class were assessed regularly throughout 

the year and given smaller group instruction (class sizes were usually around 10-12) to 

improve reading comprehension.   

Grand Narratives – Also called Master Narratives (McCorkell & Myers, 2003) these 

refer to stories that we tell and believe about how the world works.  These stories are 

intricate parts of our culture and set parameters on what is possible.  Examples include 

the Grand Narrative that marriage is an ideal all should strive for and that society depends 

on it.  In the case of this research it refers to notions about intelligence and how 

intellectual capabilities can be measured and assigned scores accordingly.  

Organizations and Institutions – Organizations are large scale systems usually housed 

in similar locations where individuals are working together towards common goals.  

School districts represent organizations.  Institutions are the organizing rules establishing 

certain behaviors as normal and therefore ubiquitous in society.   

Explanation of the use of the term black – For clarification, when discussing race I use 

the term black over the often more politically correct term African-American.  Since 

minoring in Black Studies in 2000 this has been the term I prefer for daily conversation 

and research and what I learned in my studies was the term most often preferred by those 

who identify as black.  To use any other term would feel inauthentic to me.   
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Outline of Chapters 

 The purpose of this chapter was to establish a purpose for this research study, give 

a brief synopsis of the literature and methodology, and offer defined terms.  In Chapter 

Two I review the literature most pertinent to the topics that arose during research.  

Chapter Two includes research about literacy acquisition, the connection between 

background knowledge and literacy performance, the history and culture of assessment, 

and power in organizations in an attempt to see how all those elements work together in 

schools.  In Chapter Three I establish a justification of the use of Institutional 

Ethnography and explain the steps this research process led me towards.  In chapter four 

through seven I engage in data analysis.  Chapter Four focuses on students.  Chapter Five 

offers a closer look at administrators and Chapter Six provides teacher insight.  In 

Chapter Seven I analyze the connections and disconnects between students, 

administrators, and teachers in order to establish the web of power that exists in the 

institution of schooling as evidenced by literacy assessment practices.  Chapter Eight 

serves as discussion to allow readers to consider the implications of assessment practices 

and how we might re-envision literacy assessment and instructional practices 

accordingly.   
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Chapter Two – Literature Review 

Conceptual Framework 

 In order to understand current reading assessment practices, it helps to consider 

current attitudes towards testing, a theory of reading as meaning making, the influence of 

culture on language use, assessment practices in regards to literacy, and the framing of 

schools as institutions.   

A Commitment to Standardized Assessment in America  

 Standardized tests are tests that are considered valid and reliable and are given 

under consistent standards to allow for comparison of students and schools.  Usually 

these tests are developed outside of the classroom, as they have to go through some sort 

of outside scientific scrutiny. To be considered standardized, a test must meet 

psychometric standards for reliability (internally consistent so that students who repeat 

the assessment will score similarly), validity (measures what it is supposed to measure) 

and absence of bias (will not unfairly disadvantage ethnic or economic minority groups) 

and must include administration and scoring guidelines to ensure standardization 

(Mitchell, 2006).  These tests often exist to rank and sort students to allow for 

comparison of success and failure rather than to show developmental learning (Williams, 

2005). Students and teachers often hear reports of where they fall in regards to other 

students, classrooms or schools instead of whether or not they have mastered content 

objectives.   

In many countries, standardized tests are either not a part of schooling or do not 

occur until upper grades, but in America, standardized tests are given to kids as early as 

kindergarten (Kohn, 2000).  Reading is especially tested.  In 1955 over 40 tests existed to 
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measure reading from grades 7-12 (Hunt, 1955).  By 1971, over 292 tests of reading were 

available to schools (Goodman, 1971).  Spending on testing more than doubled in 

America from the 1960’s to the 1980’s (Sacks, 1997).   The demand has constantly 

increased for standardized tests as true measures of what a student is capable of.  

Newkirk (1975) shares:  

In a scientific age in which we increasingly distrust our own intuitions and 

personal judgments, it seems only natural to trust these official-looking 

computerized scores.  It is comforting to think a student’s reading ability, like his 

height or weight, can be measured with some scientific instrument.  Fortunately, 

reading ability is much more complex than that.  It varies from day to day and 

from selection to selection (p. 52). 

Though we crave some sort of guarantee that students have mastered the important skill 

of reading or some safeguard to catch students who have not, these scientific numbers 

can create a false sense of security or concern as reading ability is a complex skill. 

making it difficult to measure with a single test.   

Standardized tests constitute much of reading assessment today despite the 

temporary shift towards more authentic assessment in the 1980’s and 1990’s  which came 

in the forms of practices such as portfolios which showed growth over time (Sarroub & 

Pearson, 1998).  By the end of the 1990’s students were taking over 100 million tests a 

year making U.S. students the most tested in the world (Jones et al., 1999).  The official 

recommitment to standardized testing came in the form of No Child Left Behind(NCLB) 

which was signed into law in 2001 as a way to keep tabs on school systems leading to the 

age of accountability in schools. As part of the NCLB legislation, testing became more 
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high-stakes in nature.  Though the law has recently been repealed to allow for more 

localized control of this accountability, the national testing of math and reading has 

stayed in tact despite other major reforms (Davis, 2015).  

 High stakes tests are defined by Jones and Egley (2007) as tests that “have 

serious consequences for students, teachers, schools, and/or school systems, such as 

student retention, school ratings, and monetary incentives” (p. 2).  Severe punishments 

are now being tied to the failure to meet standards (Williams, 2005). Despite the fact that 

these tests are not closing the gap for minority students (Jones, 2007) and despite the fact 

that high-stakes tests generally maintain or decrease learning levels (Gee, 2007), tests 

remain a largely unquestioned factor in schooling.   

Societal reification through standardized testing.  The demand for school 

accountability in the form of test scores allows governments to appear proactive.  These 

scores allow for communication about the perceived success and failure of public 

schools.  Jones et al., (1999) share: 

yearly end-of-grade testing is a notion that is easy for the public to understand and 

that satisfies a cultural desire for a competitive educational environment and a 

conservative emphasis on the basics (p. 203).   

Americans embrace testing; we seem to think if we cannot put a number on it then it has 

no value (Williams, 2005).  In an article outlining the connection between beliefs in 

meritocracy and the history of testing, Sacks (1997) explains how despite the anti-testing 

revolt that peaked around 1980, America has remain obsessed with believing we can 

assign a measurement to intelligence.  We even value this measurement over actual 
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performance.  This system of using tests as gatekeepers maintains the elite status of 

certain individuals in society.  Sacks (1997) postulates:  

But perhaps most responsible for the grip that mental testing has on America is 

that it is a highly effective means of social control, predominantly serving the 

interests of the nation’s elites…  Aristocracies used to perpetuate themselves on 

the basis of birth and parentage.  But America’s elites now perpetuate themselves 

with gatekeeping rules of their own making, rules legitimated by scientific 

objectivity… Americans largely buy into the rules of this rigged game (31).   

If we decide on a certain measure of what it means to be successful and intelligent and 

then find a way to label that and use that as a way to close and open doors of 

opportunities, children from academically successful families (which often translates into 

economically successful families) will likely continue to be successful as they are able to 

recreate these performances of tested success and intelligence.  Tests become a social 

technology created and overseen by the elite that allow for reproduction of dominant 

culture (Froese-Germain, 2001).  Why would they not be perpetuated when these tests 

reassure the dominant culture that their students and their educational institutions are 

thriving (Williams, 2005)?  English and Bolton (2016) share, “…schools serve to reflect, 

reinforce, and advance existing socioeconomic equalities” (p. 15) which is a “widely 

accepted notion among most serious scholars examining test scores internationally” (p. 

17).  Plus they exist in the name of positive outcomes such as eliminating the 

achievement gap, providing objectivity, allowing for transparency, informing funding and 

allowing  for comparison of competitors in a world economy (Dreher, 2012). It makes 
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sense to continue to embrace this practice of measuring and then using those 

measurements for educational decisions.     

Some of this obsession with testing is directly related to our value of capitalism.  

Testing itself is a big money maker with major corporations owing much profit to tests 

and corresponding curriculum materials (Sacks, 1997).  Allington and Gabriel (2012) 

share that 2.5 billion dollars are spent every year on testing materials despite little proof 

that testing materials will improve scores.  The companies that make these tests benefit 

from the profits made from the tests themselves and from the materials they create to 

improve scores on these tests.  Lots of money has been spent defending the SAT in legal 

challenges because it is such a lucrative test (Froese-Germain, 2001).  However, this 

issue has deeper roots than just money produced by tests as discussed by Altwerger and 

Strauss (2002).  

But big business has an even deeper interest in reading and testing, an interest that 

goes beyond the immediacy of profit-making, to a more long-term goal of 

establishing and maintaining the social conditions for profit-making (p. 257).   

Testing is seen as a way to ensure that citizens who can compete as workers in a global 

market are continually produced to sustain America’s foothold in the world’s economy.  

Furthermore, the money poured into test preparation materials and the tests themselves 

will maintain part of that economy.   

Numbers speak in America both in the form of money and through political votes.  

Voters are often products of traditional schools with children who currently thrive on 

standardized tests, so they are likely to demand test scores as gatekeepers and a way to 

maintain the status quo (Robertson, 2004) .  Williams (2005) calls this obsession with 
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applying a scientific number to testing “an illusion of rigor” (154) and calls the resulting 

data from literacy testing “meaningless.”  Perhaps Americans have simply become too 

concerned with a narrow vision of intelligence that lends itself well to standardized 

testing when in all reality it takes a wide variety of skills and talents to allow our society 

to thrive (Kohn, 2000).  Unfortunately, few measures exist for undervalued talents.  If 

tests provide such a limited and potentially meaningless description of human capacity, it 

is especially important to consider the negative impacts associated with testing.   

Stakeholders’ opinions on standardized tests.  Several studies have been 

conducted to garner teacher opinion on the proliferation of standardized tests. A large-

scale quantitative study done in North Carolina in 1999 by Jones et al., . took into 

account surveys of 470 elementary teachers.  Jones et al.,  (1999) chose North Carolina 

because it did early statewide testing.  The teachers surveyed in this study came from 

districts that mirrored the demographic diversity of the state.  Results showed that after 

state wide testing teachers spent the majority of their day covering the subjects measured 

by these tests.  Less higher-order thinking was taught because it was not possible to 

measure these skills objectively in mass scale fashion.  Eighty percent of teachers 

reported spending 20% of instructional time on practice tests after testing became a 

statewide practice.  These changes resulted in higher anxiety among students and lower 

morale among teachers.  Some of the highest stress was felt in the highest performing 

schools while teachers with at-risk populations felt the tests ignored the demographics of 

students.  This showed that neither end of the spectrum benefited from the move to more 

standardized testing.  Overall, teachers did not report positive changes as a result of 

widespread testing.  
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A later study by Jones and Egley (2004) focused on teachers in Florida.  These 

researchers surveyed 708 teachers in Florida after the onset of NCLB testing using an 

instrument that included yes/no questions, open-ended responses, and consideration of 

statements on a Likert scale.  They picked Florida because this state was a frontrunner in 

the quest for accountability through testing.  The teachers involved came from districts 

with similar demographics to the state as a whole at that time.  When asked, 79.9% of 

teachers reported that the testing was not taking public schools in the right direction.  The 

reasons provided in open-ended responses were coded for emerging themes.  Teachers 

felt the tests were problematic because they were unfair to certain subgroups, negatively 

effected curriculum, hurt motivation of teachers and students, undervalued untestable 

qualities, and took the focus away from learning for learning’s sake.  Teachers felt 

silenced in the decision process and were frustrated because they felt like data that did 

not accurately describe student capabilities were used to make sweeping statements about 

public schooling.  In a later analysis of the data, Jones and Egley (2007) reported that 

most teachers felt that learning was the same or worse after the implementation of NCLB 

testing.  Overall, these teachers reported that they felt limited in their ability to teach 

towards deep understanding after testing.  Testing was meant to have a positive impact on 

schools, but according to this study, teachers perceived it as having the opposite impact.     

Jones and Egley (2010) took a close look at principals in these same Florida 

districts. They surveyed 325 principals using a twenty-minute online questionnaire with 

yes/no and Likert scale questions.  The results revealed the ambivalence many 

administrators feel towards testing.  Though two-thirds of those surveyed revealed they 

did not think the tests were taking the state in the right direction, two-thirds also reported 
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a positive impact on instruction as a result of testing as well an increased feeling of 

effectiveness as an instructional leader.  Principals reported that testing did cause them to 

encourage teachers to spend more time on tested subjects and that they did base teacher 

evaluations on test results.  This conflict among beliefs is a common result of testing 

practices.   

 Dreher (2012) studied the staff of two different elementary schools in Australia 

over the course of a year.  She looked at the principals in each school and two teachers 

from each building who taught in a grade that was nationally tested.  Using participant 

observation and semi-structured interviews, Dreher was able to garner opinions on how 

these tests impacted the profession.  The teachers felt testing created a false learning 

scenario because no coaching was allowed; this did not mimic the real world where 

students could draw from each other and experts as they engaged in literacy acts.  

Participants reported that these tested/synthetic literacy events result in a simplistic and 

linear view of literacy learning.  Whereas classroom literacy tasks were entrenched in 

purposeful activities that viewed learning as a process, the tasks on tests were stand-alone 

and came about through arbitrary exposure to text with no context.  These professionals 

were frustrated by the judgments made about schools based on test scores and the way 

they had to change their teaching to include instruction about the genre of certain 

standardized tests.  Though these teachers believed in multiple assessments that allowed 

for a look at individual progress across time and in responding to students based on needs 

represented through assessments, they all bought into the testing to some extent and 

demonstrated this buy-in through their lack of resistance and participation in testing 

events.  This is typical in schools across America.     
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Winkler (2002) studied the difference in response to testing among veteran and 

novice teachers.  She interviewed and observed six teachers from five different schools at 

all three schooling levels (elementary, middle and high) across the course of a school 

year.  Veteran teachers talked about testing in terms of loss.  These teachers reported a 

loss of power, a loss of time due to increased paperwork, a loss of personal choice in 

curriculum, a loss of community building practices, a devaluing of their personal 

assessments of students and a lower sense of teaching efficacy.  Novice teachers saw 

gains through testing practices.  They reported an increased sense of teaching efficacy 

due to uniformity in instruction, consistency brought on through collaboration (which 

also increased support), and greater credibility as new teachers.  They also reported 

sufficient flexibility to meet the standards in the way they most saw fit.  This study shows 

further ambivalence towards testing in schools.  But it also shows big differences 

depending on the amount of practice teachers have had. Novice teachers, both more 

recent products of compulsory education themselves, and trained in the age of 

accountability, show an unquestioned acceptance of the benefits of testing.   

One study looks at the voices of students in response to testing.  In her 2011 

publication, Kearns looks at students in Canada who failed the national literacy test and 

therefore had to retake the test and/or enroll in a literacy class as a prerequisite to 

graduation.  Through her research she aimed to compare the intended outcomes of efforts 

at improved literacy to the actual outcomes experienced by the students most impacted by 

these efforts, the same students whose voices are most often left out of educational 

decisions.  Eleven students, ages 15-18, were given a semi-structured interview.  Five 

other students took part in a focus group interview.  Many of these students were from 
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marginalized groups and confirmed the notion that testing reproduced inequalities.  

During these interviews students revealed that they felt surprised to hear they were 

failing.  Some ELL students reported feeling less welcome as immigrants by testing that 

penalized them for their language abilities.  These students reported negative self-images 

and lower self-esteem after failing that prevented them from taking necessary learning 

risks.  These students saw the lack of help on tests as inconsistent with real life literacy 

experiences.  Despite their overall belief that learning and school were important, those 

who had to take the course did not find it helpful but rather something they just had to 

“get through” to graduate.  Students in this study did not seem to benefit from literacy 

testing.    

It is clear that much ambivalence exists in regards to testing.  Despite our largely 

unquestioned valuing of assessment, opinions vary among those who actually partake in 

the testing process.  Though all of these studies do a wonderful job of bringing out voices 

in regards to testing, none of them represent a look at a wide range of connected 

stakeholders at the same time.  My study aims to do this.   

Consequences and flaws of standardized testing.  Many of these tests deny 

what is known about reading and eventually change best practice.  Literacy is reduced to 

a set of skills while student individuality is ignored (Dreher, 2012).  Goodman (1971) 

shares:  

Essentially, a test is no better than the theory of the reading process on which it is 

built.  Unfortunately, reading tests, like most tests, are not built on an articulated 

theoretical base.  Rather, they are built up of bits and pieces, skills, elements or 

essentials loosely organized around a view often not stated of what reading is.  
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Without theory, tradition plays a vital role – new tests measure what old tests did, 

and tests grow by adding new parts to old aggregates.  The theory of testing 

complete with statistics, is likely to be more sophisticated than the theory of 

reading in any given reading test (p. 169).   

This narrow definition of literacy skills does not help students gain the wide range of 

skills needed for success in adult life.  Furthermore, tests that measure proficiency with 

these limited literacy skills have a myriad of negative impacts in schools.  Meyer and 

Whitmore (2011) explain that the demand for achieving on standardized tests has caused 

schools to choose curriculum and instruction that prepares students for high-stakes tests.  

Hammond and Nessel (2011) share, “The idea of skills or sub-skills to be mastered needs 

to be replaced with the idea that reading skillfully is a complex process that is heavily 

context-dependent” (p. viii).   Traditional measures of reading assessment which use 

short passages with no introduction followed by a series of multiple choice 

comprehension questions do not allow for a measure of the complexity of reading.  

Allington and Gabriel (2012) assert, “Unfortunately, responding to computer prompts and 

selecting multiple-choice answers has never taught students to read, let alone engage in 

thoughtful, meaningful literacy” (p. 1).  In many schools reading instruction shifts 

towards an emphasis on the reading skills that are measured by tests. This helps 

perpetuate the valuing of narrowed skills with literacy.   

An overemphasis on testing ignores the wellbeing of the whole child and places 

intellectual development ahead of social and emotional development (Barrier-Ferreira, 

2008).  Social and emotional development does not matter nor do subjects that cannot be 

easily and objectively tested (Jones, 2007).  Kohn (2000) shares:  
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Standardized tests can't measure initiative, creativity, imagination, conceptual 

thinking, curiosity, effort, irony, judgment, commitment, nuance, good will, 

ethical reflection, or a host of other valuable dispositions and attributes. What 

they can measure and count are isolated skills, specific facts and functions, the 

least interesting and least significant aspects of learning (p. 11).   

According to Kohn (2000), standardized testing has led us to value and measure the 

things that matter least to productive citizenship and a thriving society.   

Minorities seem to be uniquely hurt by testing.  Testing leads to tracking, which 

leads to easier curriculum for certain groups of students who then reproduce and confirm 

the low performance associated with certain marginalized groups (Froese-Germain, 

2001).   In other words, testing scores place students in easier classes where they may fall 

further and further behind.  Johnston and Costello (2005) reiterate how teaching to the 

test is most prominent in underperforming schools where the local context of literacy is 

most important.  Teachers in these schools teach to the test more so than teachers in high 

performing schools (Froese-Germain, 2001).  In lower performing schools drill and 

practice is more common.  Middle class families are better suited to fill in the art, music 

and physical education gaps brought on by narrowed curriculums while low-income 

families cannot adjust for this (Froese-Germain, 2001).  This is especially unfair for 

students from lower SES groups who have a different set of resources and access to a 

different set of cultural experiences which leads to problems with language/cultural bias 

in testing (Jones, 2007).  These students are punished by a test with a narrow vision of 

culture because they cannot perform in similar ways to students from mainstream culture.   
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Problematizing the testing of reading.  Reading has long been tested in public 

schools.  It is one of the most heavily surveyed of human skills.  Edelsky and Harman 

(1988) discuss the practice and consequences of “surveillance” of reading:  

Perhaps this explains the widespread societal acceptance of the emphasis on 

reading tests.  The emphasis, however, deepens those tendencies that permit 

acceptance of tests in the first place – a reliance on numbers rather than judgment, 

an urge to oversimplify, and a view of complex interior and social processes as 

mechanical individual behavior (p. 157).   

Edelsky and Harmann (1988) repeat the often ignored assertion that reading tests are 

biased against social class, culture, ethnicity, gender, and regions which are all intricately 

connected to the reading process. They also add that genuine testing of reading and 

writing can never truly happen due to its complexity.  Yet we do attempt measurement 

through testing despite its inadequacy and consequence.   

 Edelsky and Harmann (1988) go on to explain how reading tests break a 

complicated process into isolated skills such as word recognition.  The test is not reading 

but rather a simulation of reading that looks like real reading.  Williams (2005) asks, 

“What effect does the unrelenting emphasis on standardized testing have on students’ 

perception of the purposes and possibilities of literacy?” (p. 153).  The human element is 

disconnected from literacy when it is tested (Williams, 2005).  These assessments ignore 

some basic realities about reading and the reading process.   

Reading as Meaning Making –Transactional Theory and Psycholinguistics 

In the 1930’s Louise Rosenblatt set out to revolutionize the world of literacy 

instruction by questioning the belief that any given text held a single correct meaning 
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(Rosenblatt 1993, 1995).  Through her Transactional Theory of Reading, Rosenblatt 

recognized the role of the reader in the meaning making process.  She outlined, “a 

philosophical or theoretical foundation for revising the teaching of literature, a foundation 

for setting up a process that would make personal response the basis for growth toward 

more balanced, self-critical, knowledgeable interpretation” (Rosenblatt, 2005a, p. 15).  

Her impact meant a more student-centered, engaging and genuine approach to teaching 

reading.   

This view of reading challenges the consistency of a text.  Rather than a fixed 

entity, any given text can be seen as mere marks on a page until the reader begins the 

reading process (Rosenblatt, 1986).  Individuals read texts differently because of all of 

the past experiences they bring into the reading event (Rosenblatt, 1991).  Language is 

not self-contained.  For a specific reader, any one word carries all the past associations an 

individual has with that word (Rosenblatt, 1986).  As Rosenblatt (1993) describes, “Each 

individual, whether speaker, listener, writer, or reader, brings to the transaction a personal 

linguistic reservoir, the residue of past transactions in life and language” (p. 381).  

Context is key.  The text and the reader are uniquely situated leading to a unique meaning 

(Rosenblatt, 2005a, 2005b).   

Rosenblatt calls the text that results from the transaction, “the poem”.  The poem 

is created by a “particular reader and a particular text at a particular time and under 

particular circumstances” (Rosenblatt, 1986, p. 123).  Rosenblatt (2005b) asserts that the 

text cannot predict the poem because it exists prior to the reader’s input.  Transactional 

theory sees reading as an act of composition.  The reader uses selective attention, 

synthesis and self-correction in a constant act of revision (Rosenblatt, 1978, 1993, 1995, 
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2005b, 2005c).  Rosenblatt’s theory places a larger emphasis on thinking and feeling 

during reading (Rosenblatt, 1995).  According to Rosenblatt (2005d) the social and 

aesthetic are as important as the cognitive and logical.  Reading, therefore, is a highly 

personal act.      

 The Psycholinguistic Model of reading draws on similar beliefs about reading and 

has important implications for the teaching and assessing of literacy skills.   According to 

those who embrace this model, readers strive for meaning as they read (Goodman, 2005). 

The linguistic rules of language are a major contributor in how readers make meaning.  

Readers use all the systems of language to predict what will come next in text.  Kenneth 

Goodman (1967) calls this the Psycholinguistic Guessing Game.  Good readers are said 

to base those predictions on a cueing system involving semantics (meaning), syntax 

(grammar) and graphophonemics (letter/sound relationships).  Frank Smith added 

pragmatics and background knowledge as key components in helping readers stay ahead 

of a text (Pearson & Stephens, 1994). Smith defined reading as making informed 

predictions and argued that readers actually relied very little on visual information 

(Pearson & Stephens, 1994).  Smith and Goodman (1971) say, “the meaning of a 

sentence is given not by the individual words, but by the manner in which the words 

interact with each other” (p. 178).    Furthermore, children are participators in language 

acts - not just imitators (Pearson & Stephens, 1994) so they also use experiences to 

interact with the words. 

 The notion of text is equally important to psycholinguists.  Pappas and Pettegrew 

(1998) argue, “Text, then is a semantic unit, a social exchange of meanings.  Text is not a 

series of isolated spoken utterances; it is not a list of unrelated or isolated sentences that 
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could simply be listed on a board.  Text is both a product and a process” (p. 37).  If text is 

a product, then it becomes important to understand exactly how the reader produces 

meaning with a text.  What role does phonics play in decoding and encoding?  Goodman 

(1997) questioned the emphasis on phonics in unlocking meaning and argued that 

accuracy was not the goal.  Language is admittedly ambiguous (Goodman, 2005; Miller, 

1965).  Our ability to operate within this ambiguity shows how immense the human 

capacity is for language acquisition and denies the idea that we could ever be taught to 

comprehend based on a call and response phonics model.  However, many reading tests 

emphasize phonics over comprehension, or see phonics as the only way to get to 

comprehension despite research that shows that many fluent readers cannot comprehend 

text at proficient levels (Applegate, Applegate & Modla, 2009).   

 Out of psycholinguistics came the push for more authentic texts and assessments. 

Teachers realized students could read more words accurately in a text than they could 

read from a list (Goodman, 1997).  Whole language curriculum found its footing in 

psycholinguistic research.  Students were encouraged to read widely and often (Pearson 

& Stephens, 1994).  Teachers were encouraged to be “kid watchers.”  Yetta Goodman 

(1996) who coined the term, believes, “learning from our students as we watch them 

learn is important not only for the planning of curriculum and instruction but also for 

constantly expanding our knowledge about teaching and learning” (p. 600).  These beliefs 

deny many standardized reading assessments where students across the country read the 

same passage and answers questions to be scored by a stranger.  Standardized testing 

requires that questions are not subject to interpretation and is absent of communicative 

events often present in literacy learning in the classroom (Williams, 2005).   
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 Miscue analysis is an assessment tool based on the theory of psycholinguistics 

that was initially developed by Kenneth Goodman (1967).  Goodman suggested that 

teachers look at miscues, any incidence of the misalignment between the expected 

response and the actual response, to learn about individual readers and their reading 

process.  Goodman stressed that these miscues should never be called errors because they 

represent attempts at meaning making.  These miscues could be considered most useful 

because a teacher cannot learn much about the inner workings of a reader’s mind from 

what is done correctly (Goodman, 1967).    According to Yetta Goodman(1996), 

“everything readers do is caused by their knowledge – their knowledge of the world, their 

knowledge of language, and what they believe about reading and the reading process” (p. 

601).   Unfortunately, many assessments seek to show a lack of knowledge rather than 

highlight strengths.   

 Pragmatics such as background knowledge, the context of the reading event and 

the genre of the text are now considered an important part of the psycholinguistic model 

(Goodman, Watson & Burke, 2005).  Even when students can pronounce all the words 

correctly, they may not take away the same meaning.  Despite seeing the exact same 

words readers might not comprehend them in the same way.  For example, if a passage is 

about skiing, one student may immediately think of water skiing while another thinks of 

snow skiing.  Other students may have no experience with either to draw from.  Tests that 

assume one meaning ignore these aspects of literacy.   

Literacy as a discursive cultural act.  Culture plays an integral role in literacy.  

Vygotsky (1978) helped develop this idea in his sociocultural approach to language.  

Sociocultural theory asserts that knowledge is built discursively, or fluidly, as people 
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interact to get things done and try to make meaning through collaboration.  Vygotsky 

believed firmly that learning is embedded in social interactions (Freedman & Ball, 2004).  

Culture and language are key to human development, and knowledge is always co-

constructed.  This learning is mediated through semiotics (Vygotsky, 1978) as people 

communicate through writing, language, and non-verbal symbols to attempt shared 

meaning.  A student’s culture helps determine how and when literacy acts take place as 

well as what types of literacy acts are common in his or her everyday life. 

 The work of Mikhail Bakhtin (1998) establishes literacy acts as discursive.  He 

writes about the social languages, or the multiple dialects any human speaks.   People 

bring this linguistic expertise to communication events.  These social languages combine 

with past dialogue from an individual’s prior literacy experience to create the 

communicative interaction (Landay, 2004).  This concept, later termed dialogism 

(Bakhtin, 1981) explains how it is impossible to repeat a literacy event.  These events 

exist in a single space and time and are intimately influenced by participants.  Reading 

can be viewed as a conversation between author and text where the conversation will 

always be unique to the participants involved.  

 James Paul Gee (2007), in his study of sociolinguistics, takes this one step further 

by describing literacy not just as discursive, but as the mastery of Discourse.  He 

describes Discourse as the way one has to act to be recognized as a particular person in a 

particular social context.  Part of this means having the right cultural models.   These 

stories about how the world works help individuals make sense of the world.  Having the 

“right” model helps you get the “right” answers and therefore privileges certain cultural 

groups over others.  Though traditionalists believe that, “If readers know the language, 
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can decode writing, and have the requisite background ‘facts’ to draw the inevitable 

inferences any writing requires, they can construct the “right” interpretation in their 

heads… the ‘same’ for all competent readers” (Gee. 2007, p. 42), sociolinguistics 

appreciate that interpretations vary.  Discourse is a primary means of sorting people as it 

establishes ideals and determines who meets these ideals.  According to Gee (2007), “it is 

simply wrong to discuss reading assessment, intervention, and instruction… without 

discussing the pervasive culture of inequality that deskills poor and minority children” (p. 

39).  Gee believes that many marginalized students present as unskilled readers when 

they are really just lacking mastery of Discourse.  Because most assessments ignore these 

cultural aspects of language, they seek uniform responses to literacy events.  Students 

unable to produce these uniform responses in a way that matches mainstream ideology 

are marked as deficient.   

 Numerous researchers have worked to develop concrete examples of the 

implications of the intersection of culture and language.  William Labov (1969), who 

coined the term Black Vernacular English, has written for decades about the impact 

dialect has on black children in schools.  Children learn rules of language that they cannot 

articulate at early ages.  These rules are so ingrained during early abstractions of 

language that they can rarely be undone by schooling.  Teachers tend to preference 

mainstream dialects and see other dialects as flawed and lacking in logic.  Dialect makes 

its way into pronunciations and assumptions about what words will come next when 

reading.  Many reading tests encourage teachers to mark pronunciation and syntax 

translations as errors.  Labov (2003) attributes the 30-40 point difference on NAEP 

reading assessments to cultural differences students encounter in school.  He argues that 
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we have a duty to appreciate the richness of dialect and owe it to all students to embrace 

their literacy practices so they may succeed in schools.  

 Purcell-Gates (1995) explores a similar phenomenon among whites living in 

poverty.  Cultural speech patterns of those living in the Appalachians led to consistent 

stereotypes by the school system.  This lack of fit between the school’s dominant culture 

and the language, customs and mannerisms of the low-income whites Purcell-Gates 

worked with led to failure.  Many low-income whites she encountered were seen as 

virtual non-readers.  Assessments worked to confirm teacher suspicions.  The cultural 

clash caused teachers to view students as being deficit as opposed to different.  Purcell-

Gates (1995) states: 

To understand and gain useful insights into literacy learning, one must thus 

explore the classroom settings and other settings within which people learn to 

read and write.  This exploration includes describing how literacy is defined in 

each setting, what counts as literacy knowledge, who gets to participate in events, 

and how this participation is defined (p. 6).   

Assessments often narrowly define literacy and literacy events.  This has a negative 

impact on those who are not part of mainstream culture.  Marginalized students are likely 

to fail assessments written and scored by those in mainstream cultural groups.  These 

students will often be viewed as illiterate as a result.   

 Shirley Brice Heath (1983) engaged in ethnographic research in two Piedmont 

communities.  Both communities represented the working class though one was 

comprised of mostly white citizens and the other black citizens.  Both had language 

traditions deeply different from mainstream culture but also from each other.  The white 
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community engaged in early childhood literacy acts that prepared students for literacy 

acts valued by school such as recall questioning and “baby talk” which positioned adults 

as authorities.  These students were prepared for the drill like questions in school 

requesting correct colors, numbers or animal sounds and when asked questions like “what 

animal says moo?” they successfully answered.  They also understood unstated rules.   

Children in black communities were more often brought into the fold of natural 

conversation where stories and analogies were more typical and they therefore 

understood these rich aspects of language. Learning and socialization was more 

incidental as the community believed important language skills would come through 

interaction as it was necessary.  Though both practices highlight different aspects of the 

richness of language, the connections between school and community set white students 

up for higher levels of success.  It is necessary to consider how schooling and assessment 

practices lead to perceived language “deficiencies” and how classroom experiences 

change as a result. 

High Stakes Testing as a Way to Measure and Divide  

Schools have normalized educational outcomes.  Accordingly, they are the 

primary context for assessment.  Smagorinsky and O’Donnell-Allen (2000) share, “The 

social and physical organization of schooling implies and encourages an ideal student 

and, eventually, an ideal adult and citizen” (p. 166).  A long held belief about the ideal 

citizen involves a narrow definition of literacy.  Literacy, as dominant culture practices it, 

is seen as the indisputable ticket to success in life (Gee, 2007).  Because of that, 

assessments have existed throughout schooling to measure literacy practices.  Most 

recently, No Child Left Behind demanded that all children read on grade level by 2014 
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(www.ed.gov, 2008).  A recent overhaul of NCLB called The Every Child Succeeds Act 

does not abandon reading assessment.  As a result, students must be tested on reading 

ability every year from 3rd-8th grade 

(http://www.help.senate.gov/imo/media/The_Every_Child_Achieves_Act_of_2015--

summary.pdf). These schooling requirements and measurements are intimately linked to 

power and show that even in the face of massive reforms the government was not willing 

to reconsider yearly mandatory standardized testing of literacy. 

This recommitment to testing in 2015 is nothing new.   We have made a science 

out of the study of humans, and our “findings” measure and divide humans (Foucault, 

1982).  We normalize certain types of human beings, measure for gaps through highly 

ritualized exams, and then deliver punishment to anyone who is not normal. Foucault 

(1984) says:  

Hierarchized, continuous, and functional surveillance may not be one of the great 

technical “inventions” of the eighteenth century, but its insidious extension owed 

its importance to the mechanisms of power that it brought with it.  By means of 

such surveillance, disciplinary power became an “integrated” system (p. 192).  

Power and agency are linked to knowledge, competence and qualification.  Certain 

knowledge is privileged, and we categorize people based on their mastery of that 

knowledge.  If an individual subject lacks the correct knowledge, society tries to modify 

the person through discipline until eventually he or she subjectifies him/herself.  Through 

our system of differentiations we establish who has agency and competence.   

Surveillance, what Foucault (1984) calls a more subtle tool of violence, becomes 

instrumental in the institutionalization and rationalization of power.  Society sees 
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standardized tests (the common surveillance system at schools) as not only needed but 

effective.  Reading intervention becomes the discipline or punishment applied to 

normalize the defective student.   

Teachers make assumptions about students through both perception and actual 

measurement tools.  Literacy activities become a major site for such assessment.  

Freedman and Ball (2004) say, “Language use and literate abilities provide ways for 

people to establish a social place and ways for others to judge them” (p. 5).   Because 

language is so important, teachers feel it is their job to shape students into “appropriate” 

users of language.  The education field trains people to see assessment as a tool to inform 

instruction yet demands that teachers report assessment scores as a form of 

accountability.  Teachers struggle with this contradictory purpose of assessment to 

inform/support while inevitably ranking/sorting (Sperling, 2004). Despite a recent push 

for formative assessment (feedback that informs throughout the process of learning), the 

existence of standardized tests maintains the power of final summative assessments.   

Recent “sorting” has revealed a major achievement gap between the performance 

of white middle-class students and those who are marginalized by poverty or racial 

discrimination.  Many people who do work in the field of education feel that testing is a 

way to achieve equality when often the opposite is true.  America prides itself on offering 

a free and compulsory education that can allow all individuals to “pull themselves up by 

the boot straps” to achieve high levels of success and happiness in life.  In reality, large 

inequities exist within our school systems preventing this ideal for all citizens.  Risko and 

Walker-Dalhouse (2007) believe that all children enter school expecting success, but 

some “students whose language, ethnicity, and race are not represented in the school’s 
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dominant culture experience varying degrees of success in reading achievement” (p. 98).  

The achievement gap, as measured by standardized tests, specifically reveals disparities 

when it comes to literacy (Teale, Paciga, & Hoffman, 2007).  Because much activity in 

school requires literacy proficiency, the implications of this are wide reaching. 

 Allington (2002) argues that the achievement gap seems to be most apparent 

among people who live in poverty.   This disparity is seen in the numbers of children 

living in poverty represented in non-proficient levels on state tests as well as in the lack 

of representation among those scoring at advanced levels.  Lewis, James, Hancock, and 

Hill-Jackson (2008) discuss the alarming numbers of urban black students scoring below 

their white peers on national achievement tests.  Ladson-Billings (2006) adds Latinos and 

recent immigrants to the list.  For all these groups, the achievement gap is a sign of more 

systemic problems (Lewis et al., 2008) and a sign that America may not represent the 

ideal education system it prides itself on.  Some go as far as to say we are actually dis-

educating certain groups of people.  Caruthers (1994) argues, “Black and Latino students 

who attend ‘apartheid’ schools are more likely to receive ‘dis-education’ which can be 

characterized as ‘the experience of pervasive, persistent, and disproportionate 

underachievement of (black and Latino) masses in comparison with their white 

counterparts” (p. 45 as cited in Glen Paul, 2004, p. 648).  This lack of educational 

fulfillment has serious implications.  It is crucial that we look at the role dividing and 

measuring plays in this inequity.   

According to Sperling (2004) “Teachers often think about and approach teaching 

from social-constructionist perspectives while they think about and approach 

achievement testing like behaviorists” (p. 236).  Teachers buy into much of the discourse 
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about assessment in this age of standardized tests.  In a hegemonic act teachers 

participate in the institution of testing by carrying out the testing at local sites. They 

believe in and act upon numbers applied to a student’s reading ability based on limited 

performance on a standardized test despite their ambivalence towards testing.  It is 

necessary to disturb current notions about reading assessments.   

Schools as Institutional Organizations for Reification of Dominant Culture 

 According to Clegg, Courpasson and Phillips (2006) organizations are places 

where individuals are working towards common goals. Organizations require power.  

Language plays a major role in establishing organizations (Clegg et al., 2006).  Language 

reflects and constitutes realities.  Much of this reality is historically and socially situated 

(Clegg et al.,  2006).  Consistency across locally organized schools leads to 

commonalities that have established schooling as an institution.  Reification occurs 

through the illusion that “organizations and their processes are ‘natural’ (as if given in 

this form by nature)” which “protects them from examination as produced under specific, 

potentially temporary, historical conditions and out of specific power relations” (Deetz, 

2005, p. 96).   Schools are sites of power as they become places social constructs are 

passed on including a normative concept of literacy (Dreher, 2012).  School practices 

scan generations often with little to no questioning because many people cannot think 

past doing things any other way than how things have always been done.  The agrarian 

school schedule for breaks is a perfect example of how tradition holds power in schools.   

 Berger and Luckman (1966) call this tendency for organizations to function in a 

business as usual way “habitualization.”  They share:  
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All human activity is subject to habitualization.  Any action that is repeated 

frequently becomes cast into a pattern, which can then be reproduced with an 

economy of effort…  Habitualized actions, of course, retain their meaningful 

character for the individual although the meanings involved become embedded as 

routines in his general stock of knowledge, taken for granted by him and at hand 

for his projects he carries into the future.  Habitualization carries with it the 

important psychological gain that choices are narrowed (p. 52-53).   

According to Berger and Luckman this habitualization is a precursor to 

institutionalization.  Schools are places wrought with habitualization as they are an 

integral part of the socialization of citizens.  People are hesitant to change systems they 

participated in and struggle to see how things might be different or why they should be.   

 An objective reality of any organization does not exist.  Instead, humans construct 

meaning through social interaction occurring within local sites (Alvesson & Deetz, 

2006).  Within organizations, individuals decide what things mean through interpretation 

of texts and events.  Those with the most ability to influence understanding about what 

things mean have the most power.  (Clegg et al., 2006).  Various individuals in the 

organization mistakenly assume that people are operating under shared meanings.  

Because people construct their own meanings, power is discursive.  Agents 

simultaneously enact, accept and resist power. According to Foucault (1998) power is 

everywhere and comes from everywhere. Alvesson and Deetz (2006) explains that in 

organizations a shared interest is assumed and the oppressed often consent to practices 

that limit their power.    In the case of school as organization, power often works its way 

from the top (administrators) through teachers and all the way down to students.  
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Texts that exist within organizations objectify people and sustain the institution 

by mediating and regulating daily activities (Smith, 2001).  Texts can coordinate these 

activities across multiple locations by standardizing language.  Texts help institutions rule 

through organization, coordination, regulation and accounting practices (Grahame, 1998).  

Examples of texts in schools include curriculum, assessments and the memos/emails that 

flow through the organization. 

Although humans have always practiced socialization as a natural part of human 

development, organized schools are a relatively modern invention coinciding with the 

invention of writing (Wells, 2000).  For many individuals, school is the first organization 

one belongs to and it is joined on a mostly non-voluntary basis.  Schools are places where 

many societal institutions are enforced.  For example, the parent support that schools 

request assume a middle-class two adult household (Grahame, 1998).  Schools become a 

difficult place for people who find they don’t fit into the mainstream culture.  The 

outcome of compulsory education is often the reification of the dominant culture’s 

ideology (Bourdieu, 1990).  Schools become the first place we sort and measure leading 

to lifetime consequences.  For many groups, these consequences are beneficial, but for 

certain groups, school can represent institutionalized oppression.  According to Wells 

(2000): 

With their emphasis on transmitting cultural knowledge and skills through the 

delivery of curricula designed independently of the needs and aspirations of the 

recipients, these institutions (schools) often impede rather than facilitate learning 

by mistakenly conceptualizing and evaluating learning as the product, or outcome, 

of instruction (p. 59).  
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Schools become safeguards of dominant culture through curricula and assessment along 

with what kinds of performances are valued.   

The decision of what language to accept in the classroom is political on the part of 

students and teachers (Freedman & Ball, 20004).  Schools like all organizations are 

political.  Teachers help deliver authoritative discourse (Bakhtin, 1981) as they draw lines 

around what counts as literacy.  Meanwhile, students are making conscious and 

unconscious decisions about how much they will acquire the language of school.  

Freedman and Ball (2004) remind us that authoritarian words are not always 

authoritative.  Many students do not count school literacy as mattering to their identity 

(Landay, 2004) so no school test will show them as competent with literacy.  

Discourse provides instructions on how to act, talk and write like those in 

dominant culture (Landay, 2004).  Some students face failure at school when they cannot 

or do not choose to adopt dominant culture.  Some scholars have argued for expanding 

our definition of literacy to appreciate the strengths all cultures bring to communication 

(Labov, 1969).  Perry Gilmore (2003) believes that by human nature, all students are 

linguistically competent.  She states, “The teachers and tests responsible for all too 

frequently identifying deficiencies where in fact there is virtuosity, do not seem to intend 

to do harm.  They are caught in a social web of benign malevolence” (p. 11).  The 

assessment techniques must allow for discovering the strengths of all. This can best be 

done by finding activities that are significant to the individuals being tested and that 

allow for multiple outcomes (Wells, 2000).  Standardized testing does not lend itself to 

this form of assessment.   
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Wells (2000) argues for schools as the starting place for righting some of the 

current wrongs:  

Formal education can hardly be defended as either just to individuals or even 

effective in enriching and transforming society… because change necessarily 

starts within the activity systems currently in place – in particular classrooms, 

schools, and school districts – it is just as important to encourage the participants 

in these local communities to become agents of change by trying to improve the 

activity systems in which their development takes place (p. 60)  

Teachers can start by recognizing the tension in their position as assessor.  Teachers have 

to play many roles and therefore deliver tests while struggling with the way it impacts 

students (Sperling, 2004).  In our practice, authoritative discourse becomes apparent.  We 

need to radically rethink assessment so that it is significant to the individual performing 

the act while being open to alternative outcomes (Wells, 2000). Gee (2007) offers hope:  

It is through attempts to deny this inevitable multiplicity and indeterminacy of 

interpretation that social institutions (like schools) and elite groups in a society 

often privilege their own version of meaning as if it were natural, inevitable, and 

incontestable.  It is by stressing this multiplicity and indeterminacy – in the 

context of searching and on-going investigations of meaning – that the rest of us 

can resist such domination.  (p. 129)   

Without problematizing schooling and testing as an institution, this work becomes 

impossible. Several studies have explored this connection to see the impacts of testing on 

the lived experiences of various stakeholders but not all at the same time.  This study 

seeks to do that.  The next chapter outlines the structure for doing so.     
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Chapter Three 

A Critical Postmodern Institutional Ethnography  

In this chapter I will describe my research questions and methodology used to 

explore those questions.  I will share an overview of Dorothy Smith’s Institutional 

Ethnography (2001, 2005) and the direction it gave me as I collected and analyzed data to 

help me understand the experiences of various stakeholders impacted by the reading 

intervention process in the school district where I teach.  To do this I engaged in semi-

structured interviews, which were transcribed and coded for emerging patterns.  From 

those patterns I propose several finding.  A more detailed account follows.   

My Research Questions  

When using Institutional Ethnography (IE), a researcher enters at the lived 

experience of the individual to trace a shared text as it moves through the channels of an 

institution to organize and recreate the institutional practices of that organization.  These 

institutional practices inherently privilege some participants over others.  As a reading 

intervention teacher, I realized that the tests used to place students in reading intervention 

were institutional texts that organized action across multiple sites.  As this practice 

appeared to have a profound impact on those using these texts I wanted to know more 

about them.  To begin my exploration I posed the following questions:  

• What are the reported lived experiences of stakeholders as they engage in 

the process of using, taking, or mandating various assessments used to 

place students in secondary reading intervention?  

o What sense do stakeholders make of those lived experiences? 
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o In what ways are those experiences the same and/or different 

among the various stakeholders? 

o What are the intended and unintended consequences of these 

assessment practices?  

As I analyzed data I realized the following questions would better allow me to 

gather meaningful findings:  

• What are the reported lived experiences of stakeholders as they engage in 

the process of using, taking, or mandating various assessments used to 

place students in secondary reading intervention? 

o In what ways are those experiences the same and/or different 

among the various stakeholders? 

o What are the intended and unintended consequences of these 

assessment practices? 

o How does power manifest in these acts?   

The process of answering these questions follows.   

Research Paradigm   

 As I embarked on this research, I found myself straddling multiple 

epistemological stances.  Literacy is intricately interwoven with culture and experience as 

people use language to make meaning of the world around them.  This view of literacy 

aligns with Social Constructivism (Berger & Luckmann, 1966; Vygotsky, 1978).  

Knowledge is situated and built from shared experiences (Merriam, 2009). As humans we 

are constantly trying to construct meaning out of our interactions with the world around 

us.  Therefore, knowledge is created and not presupposed.  This knowledge is mediated 
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through language.  Dorothy Smith (1992) implies a similar belief through her tenets of 

Institutional Ethnography, the method that guides this research.  Ethnographies can reveal 

how politics and interactions work together to create meaning (Emerson, Fretz & Shaw, 

1995).  However, Institutional Ethnography was born of Feminist Standpoint Theory, an 

admittedly critical theory.  Critical Theory naturally seeks outs dominance and 

oppression in hopes to change the course of that dominance (Alvesson & Deetz, 2006).  

To understand oppression you must bring the voices of the oppressed to light.   

 Feminist Standpoint Theory focuses on the voices of the oppressed as it 

recognizes that those in subordinate positions tend to see more clearly and widely than 

those in power (Hartsock, 1983; Allen, 2000; Bullis & Stout, 2000; Dougherty & Krone 

2000).  Turning to these marginalized individuals can reveal power structures at work in 

oppression (Bullis & Stout, 2000; Allen, 2000).  Knowledge and power are situated and 

contextual so they are best understood by looking at actual lived experiences (Allen, 

2000; Dougherty & Krone, 2000). This is done by accessing individuals.   

 One of the most promising aspects of Feminist Standpoint Theory is its ability to 

be applied to any group dealing with issues of oppression and marginalization (Allen, 

2000).  The theory can help reveal systems of domination and power to reveal whose 

voice or knowledge is privileged.  This demand for praxis, or a call to action (Freire, 

1970) is indicative of critical scholarship. Freire (1970) believed that the system of 

dominant culture leading to oppressors and oppressed is intimately connected to 

schooling.  Dialogue can help break the culture of silence which leads to negative self-

images and acceptance of power differentials by the oppressed.  Because my study seeks 
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to consider how power is enacted through assessment practices, it lends itself well to 

Critical Theory.   

The problem with Critical Theory is that it can ignore how power is discursive.  

Foucault (1998) describes a more pervasive theory of power.  Power does not come from 

the top down.  It permeates all of our interaction in a discursive way.  The power 

someone has in any given situation is intricately tied to the language and actions of 

participants.  All parties present participate to create the power structures that govern 

human interactions. As Foucault describes:  

Discourses are not once and for all subservient to power or raised up against 

it…  We must make allowances for the complex and unstable process whereby a 

discourse can be both an instrument and an effect of power, but also a hindrance, 

a stumbling point of resistance and a starting point for an opposing 

strategy.  Discourse transmits and produces power; it reinforces it, but also 

undermines and exposes it, renders it fragile and makes it possible to thwart 

(1998, pp. 100-1). 

If we recognize that power is shaped by all participants, and that the enacting and 

resisting of power is constant and simultaneous, then a critical theory becomes too 

narrow and limited to fully show a picture of organizations – a large school district in the 

case of this research.   

 Further, Institutional Ethnography (IE) calls for a deconstruction of text and 

meaning.  Researchers who engage in IE seek to problematize everyday practices.  This 

practice is in line with the practice of Postmodernists.  The goal is to pick apart what we 

hold to be immovable and deeply question the fixed nature of reality.  Grbich (2007) 
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explains that Postmodernists agree that knowledge is socially constructed but see the 

researchers as being responsible for pulling that construction apart.  However, not much 

is said about what to do with that deconstruction, making it potentially irrelevant.   

Alvesson and Deetz (2006) call for recognition of the critical edge inherent in 

Postmodern approaches to research.  They discuss these goals of Postmodern researchers:  

Postmodern themes focus on the constructed nature of people and reality, 

emphasize language as a system of distinctions which are central to the 

construction process, and argue against grand narratives and large-scale 

theoretical systems… (Postmodernism) challenges the status quo and supports 

silenced or marginalized voices.   (pp. 256-257).   

Alvesson and Deetz (2006) believe that organizational studies can offer much to 

participants through research that embraces both approaches as “each (Critical and 

Postmodern) has much to contribute to organizational studies, and we believe they have a 

contribution to make together” (p. 272).  Inclusion of Postmodern tendencies gives pause 

and reflection and the inclusion of Critical tendencies gives purpose. Alvesson and Deetz 

(2006) go on to say, “Both streams emphasize how ideologies and discourses tend to 

freeze social institutions and identities through the operations of power and share a 

commitment to destabilize frozen social forms” (p. 273).  To achieve this destabilization 

they suggest organizational studies that emphasize ethnographic research and discourse 

analysis.  A Critical Postmodern approach seems to best capture this research.    

Theoretical Framework - Institutional Ethnography  

Institutional Ethnographies begin at local sites of lived experiences to explore the 

relations of ruling that help shape people’s interactions (Smith, 2005).  People’s 
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experiences are situated, but those experiences are part of extended social relations and 

practices (Grahame & Grahame, 2001).  Institutional Ethnography (IE) looks at the daily 

work people perform.  This daily work is shaped by and shapes institutions.  IE looks at 

the ideologies that dictate work and perpetuate the system.  Local sites connect to 

extended sites because of consistencies in work performed and shared ideologies 

(Grahame &Grahame, 2001; Smith, 2005).  For example, the district in which I teach 

bought the STAR reading test and dictates that each school give it twice a year to get a 

quantifiable score to attach to a reader.  Likewise, schools across the country give this 

test so readers can be ranked according to building but also compared nationally.  Though 

the timing and administration of the test may vary, the testing practices are consistent as 

are the beliefs that allow us to value a computerized assessment of a reader’s capabilities.  

Therefore, our consistent daily work across sites leads to a consistent society, which 

eventually creates institutionalized practices (Berger & Luckman, 1966).   Schools are 

natural sites for Institutional Ethnography (Devault, 2006).  The current educational 

reformists’ desire to create universal policies to address educational inequality, often 

create practices that exacerbate inequalities.   The mandatory tutoring and school 

transfers out of failing schools as part of No Child Left Behind (www.ed.gov, 2008) 

show how policies established far outside the school building negatively impact those 

who have to actually carry out the practice of schooling.  Reform movements lead to 

school assessments that highlight student deficiencies.  This pathologizes the child (Abu 

El-Haj, 2003).  IE allows researchers to, instead, problematize the everyday world; in this 

case, the act of assessment to label and dictate behavior.  With IE children can be 

described rather than diagnosed (Abu El-Haj, 2003).  Through these descriptions, 
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researchers can urge readers to avoid judging “defective participants” and instead focus 

on how institutions work to create the individuals who populate institutions.  This 

shaping of people is partially achieved through possibilities of agency offered within the 

institution (Devault, 2006).  Teachers, who begin their apprenticeship into teaching at the 

age of five, are created by these systems in similar ways and often cannot see room for 

the questioning in the institution despite the fact that questioning can lead to appropriate 

adjustments within the institutions.  English and Bolton (2016) relay Bourdieu’s (1996) 

metaphor for understanding fields of power in terms of a house that has served as home 

for many occupants over the course of many years: 

While all the occupants have made changes in the house, they have had to 

conform to some of the choices made by previous inhabitants within the house’s 

structure.  This structure acts as a barrier to change, and when occupants come to 

accept the structure, they are products of it and are shaped by it.  As individual 

occupants work within the structure they also perpetuate it.   

This method of research raises questions about why things are done and how they might 

be done differently.  In other words, this research seeks to build new houses to replace 

ones that are no longer serving our needs.   

 Another important tenant of IE involves the noting of social hierarchy in work 

relationships (Devault, 2006; Smith, 2005).  Our roles determine our capacity to act 

(Smith, 2005).  The relationships among people via position can be noted through maps 

that are created to describe institutions (Smith, 1992, 2005).  Texts can be traced as they 

move through this map (Smith, 2001).  This movement can help establish how 

abstractions (such as “reading problem” and the “achievement gap”) are constructed.  



 50 

Many of these abstractions make perfect sense inherently and room is rarely made for 

divergent thinking.  Hayakawa and Hayakawa (1990) explain how concepts move up the 

ladder of abstraction, beginning in the concrete and ending in the symbolic.  Though 

convenient for communication, these abstractions can cause people to understand the 

concept less the further the concrete is removed from the symbolic.  Deconstruction of 

texts and narratives require moving down the ladder of abstraction, which can occur 

through conversations with individuals who live out the language of schooling.   

 Texts are crucial components of any Institutional Ethnography.  Modern day 

technologies create widespread access to words that allow for increasingly complex 

levels of social organization.  Devault (2006) writes:  

Technologies of social control are increasingly and pervasively textual and 

discursive… Texts… are mechanisms for coordinating activity across many 

different sites.  Social science is sometimes a part of this coordinative apparatus, 

and perhaps as a result, we’ve tended to take this kind of textual coordination for 

granted, too often looking ‘through’ texts without noticing their power or using 

them, too unreflectively, as straightforward reports about social life.  By contrast, 

Institutional Ethnographies are designed to reveal the organizing power of texts, 

making visible just how activities in local settings are coordinated and managed 

extralocally (pp. 294-295).   

Institutional Ethnographies make the invisible visible (Smith, 2005) so that everyday 

practices can be problematized allowing society to ask why things are done the way they 

are and if things might look otherwise.  It is also important to look at how subjects use 

texts to help create the system that subjectifies them (Smith, 2005).  Actors provide the 
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text with agency by reading and performing the tasks outlined in the text.  For example, a 

district memo tells reading intervention teacher when to test and which tests to use but 

the teacher acts by scheduling computer labs or making copies of reading protocols so the 

district assessment goals become a reality.  It is important to note this breathing life into 

text in action so that people can be more aware of why organizations exist as they do 

(Smith, 2005).  

 Institutional Ethnography has already been successfully used in research studies 

looking at the impact of literacy testing on stakeholders.  Cormack and Comber (2013) 

studied the attitudes of principals and teachers surrounding high stakes standardized 

assessments in Australia.  They found that despite ambivalence surrounding testing 

teachers and principals ultimately bought into the rhetoric about deficits that surrounded 

their schools and students after the NAPLAN (the National Australian test) gained a 

foothold.  My hope was to extend this kind of research to a school district in America and 

to include students.  

 The ultimate goal of Institutional Ethnography is to find a “point of entry” into an 

organization to see people doing the normal work done everyday that ultimately becomes 

the foundation of the organization (Smith, 2005).  The researcher should seek out the 

ruling relations present in daily interactions.  Dorothy Smith (2005) specifically names 

public schools as a place changed by the widespread access to words that changed society 

in the late 19th century.  The social organization made possible by print has created 

particular ruling relations in schooling that do not always benefit those schools exist to 

serve.  In IE, the close examination of the organization allows the players in the 

organization to better name their world and create a map of their everyday terrain to think 
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deeply about what might normally be taken for granted because, “knowing how things 

work, how they’re put together is invaluable for those who often have to struggle in the 

dark” (Smith, 2006, p. 32).  If the research is intimately local then change might come 

from within.  This belief is what drew me to study the district in which I work.   

Participants and Settings 

 This research was conducted in Hawkins Public Schools (HPS) the only district in 

a Midwest university town home to over 100,000 community members.  The university 

setting creates a population that is invested in education.  This setting also leads to 

progressive social programs that seek out low-income families to support.  At the time of 

this research this large district was home to twenty elementary schools, three middle 

schools, three junior high schools, and five high schools (three traditional, one alternative 

and one career/tech focused) and served almost 18,000 students.  This size requires 

organizational practices that streamline work across sites.  The research was most 

focused in the junior highs (each serving between 750 and 1,000 students) with input 

from the middle schools and one high school, which served the students who attended 

these junior highs.  It also looked at organizational practices initiated at the district level.  

I was most interested in the junior high level as a crucial transition point.  At the junior 

high, students who are placed in reading intervention must take a special class held 

during elective time that prevents them from taking courses with a career/hobby focus.  

In earlier grades, intervention is integrated into normal literacy instruction.  

At the time of the research, I had worked in HPS for thirteen years.  Ethnographic 

research and interview studies call for a key informant who knows how to access 

information and people within an organization (Weiss, 1994).  Ideally, the informed 
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observant has had a jarring experience that has created an entry point for the investigation 

(Devault, 2006).  If this key informant is disenfranchised at all, he or she may be able to 

open up the possibility of a critique of the organization.  I experienced many moments of 

frustration with assessments throughout my tenure, which made me mirror the role of key 

informant.  However, I am also fiercely loyal to my school and the district.  My position, 

though not without issue, allowed me an insider knowledge that pointed me in the right 

direction regarding who to interview.  Institutional Ethnography calls for participant 

observation and developed inquiry in the worlds in which we actually live.  Objectivity is 

not a goal (or even a possibility) but the key focus is on accuracy through staying true to 

the accounts of participants in the organization.   

One of the ways to achieve a more accurate account is to get a variety of those in 

the institution to retell an account of their work in that setting.  The individual living out 

the reality created by the organization is the expert on that organization (Smith, 2006).  

However, they can only recreate the map for the terrain they have walked within that 

institution.  A wide variety of participants can create a more complete map.  As the 

researcher finds ways to help participants talk about the work done in their daily lives, the 

participants can begin to name and recognize the practices that shape their daily 

possibilities.  As different roles within the organization are probed, a slice of that 

organization will come into partial view for more careful analysis.   

 Because an understanding of experience comes only when it is spoken or written 

about (Smith, 2006), the purpose of this research study was to create opportunities for 

people to think and talk about practices that were often automatic. This was done by 

interviewing administrators, teachers and students.   Critical ethnographies call for 
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interviewing, field notes, discourse analysis, and deconstruction of language (Grbich, 

2007). Institutional Ethnography recognizes the power of language as a coordinator of 

daily activities (Smith, 2005).   I became interested in the stories and experiences of 

multiple stakeholders involved with the assessment process. To narrow the focus of this 

research I conducted an interview only study allowing participants to reveal the work 

done in the organizations.  Future research might consider actual field observations of 

participants at work.   

  In order to access the experiences of multiple stakeholders I conducted the 

following interviews (Interview questions are located in Appendix F): 

Individual Interviews 

• District level administrators (The Elementary and Secondary 

Communication Arts Coordinators for HPS and two district data 

coordinators.  One participant was interviewed twice.) 

• Building level administrators (One building level principal from each of 

three junior highs) 

• Reading intervention teachers (One reading intervention teacher from 

each of the junior highs) 

• Language Arts Department Chairs (One from one of the high schools, and 

one from each of the three junior highs)   

• Students in reading intervention (Two students from Harrison Junior 

High, Three students from Park View Junior High.  All student interviews 

at Walker Junior High were done in focus groups) 
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Focus Group Interviews  

• Teacher Focus Groups (A teacher focus group interview was done at each of the 

three middle schools and each of the three junior highs.  Each had a minimum of 

three participants with 28 participants total.)  

• Student Focus Groups (One at Park View Junior High, One at Harrison Junior 

High and two at Walker Junior High.  Each had a minimum of two students with 

15 participants total.)   

*A total of 55 people were interviewed.  Some participants were interviewed individually 

and in a focus group: 

 

Table 3.1 
Administrators  
Name  Role  Race 
   
Janie  District Level Superintendent 

of Curriculum  
White  

Fred  District Level 
Assessment/Data 
Coordinator  

White  

Mary  District Level Communication 
Arts Coordinator  

White  

Tom  District Communication Arts 
Coordinator.  

White  

Nate  Principal of Walker Junior 
High  

White  

Jacqueline  Principal of Park View Junior 
High  

White  

Marie  Principal of Harrison Junior 
High  

White  

Table 3.1 Administrators   
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Table 3.2 
Teachers Interviewed 
Name/Race  School  Description  
Kate - White Walker Junior High  Department Chair and 

Mentor Teacher (former 
9th grade English)  

Karen - Filipino Walker Junior High  Reading Intervention 
Teacher  

Tori - White Park View Junior High  Reading Intervention 
Teacher  

Lindsey - White Park View Junior High  Department Chair and 
Former Reading 
Intervention Teacher  

Renee - White Harrison Junior High  New Reading Teacher  
Dru - White Harrison Junior High  Department Chair and 

Former Literacy Coach 
Lauren – White  Taft High School  Department Chair and 

Reading Intervention 
Teacher 

Table 3.2 Teachers Interviewed 
 
 
 
Table 3.3 
Students Interviewed 
Name  School Attended  Demographic 

Information  
Zion  Park View Junior High  9th Grade Boy (Black) 
Jonas  Park View Junior High 9th Grade Boy (Black) 
Nelly  Park View Junior High 8th Grade Girl (White) 
Sierra  Park View Junior High 8th Grade Girl (Black) 
Alex  Harrison Junior High  9th Grade Boy (Hispanic) 
Hannah  Harrison Junior High  8th Grade Girl (White)  
Table 3.3 Students Interviewed 
 

*Focus group participants were not named.  Conversation often moved too fast to 
carefully distinguish who was speaking.  Also, names may have made the information 
harder to follow as focus group content was most often synthesized at the group level.   
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I was eager to access the standpoint of people in each of these roles.  All of these people 

were affected by reading intervention assessment in a different way and were uniquely 

able to inform the research (Weiss, 1994).  To understand an organization, the researcher 

needs “people in different jobs on different levels in different relationships to the 

institution” (Weiss, p. 1994).  Integrating multiple perspectives allowed me to see how 

events are interpreted and to bridge intersubjectivities (Weiss, 1994).  Using multiple 

schools created range (Weiss, 1994), which allowed for exploration of how knowledge is 

constructed (Grbich, 2007).  As the research unfolded I became acutely aware that no 

situation had a single meaning to participants involved.  In observations we often assume 

meanings and must elicit members’ descriptions about events to see where connections 

and disconnections occur (Emerson et al., 1995).   Because all participants in an 

organization are simultaneously rulers and the ruled (Campbell, 1998), all interviewed 

individuals deserve to be empowered through having their voices heard.  I tried to honor 

this by conducting the interviews with respect.   

 Institutional Ethnography insists that subjects be considered as they go about 

mundane daily activities (Lemert, 1992; Smith, 2005).  Specifically, the researcher 

should seek information on how these people create, or become agents of texts, during 

these daily activities (Smith, 2001, 2005).  These texts become tools of power in the 

agency they represent.  Although texts are consistent across sites, readers always interpret 

individually as meaning is produced so it is also important to follow the text through the 

organization as it is created and used by individuals. The text I chose as the entry site for 

my dissertation was the outline of the spring testing window.  The example shown below 

is the one for the spring of 2013.  Most of the interviews occurred during this testing 
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window.  For the purpose of this research I focused on conversations about these texts 

rather than a detailed analysis of any given text. 

Data Collection  

 These interviews occurred over the course of almost two years.  During the 

summer before the 2012-2013 school year, I scheduled interviews with four district level 

administrators.  I wanted to meet with these administrators when they were not bogged 

down with the stress that comes from the natural issues that arise when school is actually 

in session.  I met with them in their offices at the district administrative building.  All of 

them were quick to schedule a meeting with me and were very open to answering 

questions.  These interviews always lasted at least thirty minutes.  I re-interviewed one 

administrator in the winter of 2013 after the Rubric of Reading Behaviors was added to 

the reading intervention recommendation process.   

 The five interviews with students occurred at the end of the 2012-2013 school 

year as they wrapped up a year of being in reading intervention and had recently finished 

taking all the district level assessments.  The students were selected by their classroom 

teacher as being representative of a typical child in reading intervention.  These 

interviews were often faster as student responses were shorter in length when compared 

to adult responses.  

 Seven teacher interviews occurred from the end of the 2012 school year to the end 

of the 2013 school year.  I would meet teachers at a time that was convenient to them in 

their school building during the school day.  These usually lasted from 30-45 minutes.  

Because I had taught the same courses of many of these teachers, these were the most 

conversational of all the interviews though I did use a set of questions to compare 
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responses.  In Institutional Ethnography, the researcher views the interview process as a 

form of discourse, which allows for discovery through the crafting of responses (Smith, 

2006). 

 There were seven teacher focus groups formed in the spring of 2013 during or 

right after spring testing and final reading recommendations.  These lasted about 30 

minutes and usually only involved a few questions as the interview turned into a 

conversation among participants.  I spoke as little as possible during these events.  The 

four student focus group interviews occurred the last week of school after reading 

assessment was finalized and placements had been made.  During these interviews the 

students built from each other’s responses but spoke directly to me.  They were quick to 

talk and filled the silence easily, but these interviews were short like the individual 

student interviews because they had less to say than the teachers.   

 All interviews were recorded from start to finish.  I took no notes during the 

interview so I could mimic natural conversation.  After the interviews I transcribed one 

teacher, one student, and one administrator’s responses and then sent the rest off to be 

completed by hired transcriptionists.   

Each group of interviewees had some shared and unique questions. These 

questions represent my attempt to ask mostly open ended questions that would elicit 

stories while avoiding why questions (Hollway & Jefferson, 1997). The interviews 

followed a semi-structured format (Merriam, 2009),which allowed me to keep the natural 

flow of conversation by skipping questions that had essentially been answered.  Also, I 

often adjusted the order to follow the logic of the speaker.  Sometimes I added a question 

to allow for further inquiry as intriguing comments surfaced.  However, the pre-set 
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questions served as a reminder of the information I hoped to gain from each individual 

and allowed for comparisons across interviews.  

 I also kept a journal in which I wrote memos to myself.  These memos occurred 

right after interviewing someone if something really stood out based on our conversation 

or after an initial reading of a transcription.  These memos included observations and 

analysis. In this way, writing was used a tool of inquiry and discovery (Richardson & St. 

Pierre, 2005).  I used the journal to record questions, surprises and confirmations. It 

began to shape how I reentered the data.  The journals eventually became how I formed 

headings and categories for further data analysis.   

Data Analysis  

 Ethnographies lead to an inscription of social life so that it might be reviewed, 

studied and revisited (Emerson et al., 1995).  My recorded interviews served as a texts 

that I continually revisited for analysis.  I reread them multiple times in a variety of ways 

to look for themes and narratives that were emerging from the data (Grbich, 2007).  

While reading these, I always looked at them in sets based on the category the 

interviewee fell into. I began by reading all teacher interviews followed by administrators 

and then students.  This allowed for comparison that helped me answer research 

questions.  I also was able to look at the chain of command as it played out in testing 

scenarios (Smith, 2001, 2005).  However, when I wrote the analysis in subsequent 

chapters I organized the information by students, administrators and then teachers.  This 

was largely in part to the overwhelming depth of teacher responses both from a content 

and quantity standpoint.  It made sense to end with the richest sets of interviews to see 
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how the analysis of other groups might inform analysis of the teachers.  However, each 

section was revisited once all had been written.   

The transcripts were all coded.  The first time I read each interview I tried to 

describe what the speaker was saying by bracketing and summarizing as topics shifted 

and emerged.  I then engaged in open coding using line-by-line analysis of those 

summarized points (Grbich, 2007).  Coding helps us organize, retrieve and interpret.  

Initial readings allowed me to look for phenomenon so I could analyze the phenomenon 

to find commonalities, differences, patterns and structures (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996).  

Codes naturally emerged as I read and reread the data (Weiss, 1994).  The coding was not 

about reducing comments so I could create simple categories. Rather, I used the codes to 

raise questions, seek relationships and highlight discoveries (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996).   

I noted the topics of conversation that elicited the most feedback and then reorganized 

quotes so I could read teacher responses to a similar question side by side as well as 

themes that continually emerged.  Those themes became categories that I transferred to 

poster paper.  I gave each poster paper a heading based on theme.  Then, each interview 

subject was assigned a color.  I would list quotes or interview content summaries related 

to those themes by interviewee.  I then read each poster board as a document and engaged 

in a similar bracketing and summarizing technique so I could begin to write the findings 

in an organized fashion. When it was time to write I was able to practice various 

orderings of the section headings by manipulating the poster boards.  When it was time to 

write I would pick up a poster board and move information from there to this document.  

This allowed me to stay true to the communicational intent of those interviewed.   
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Although this is similar to grounded theory (Grbich, 2007; Merriam, 2009) the 

goal was not to come up with broad conclusions.  I borrowed from the organizational 

techniques of post-positivist researchers without seeking Truth, which would deny the 

Critical Postmodern tendencies of Institutional Ethnography (Smith, 2005).  The goal of 

IE is to look at individual dialogue to create an organizational dialogue where no one 

story overrides another (Smith, 2005).  As these stories come together the researcher 

looks for connections and coordination.  It is as if the researcher is assembling a jigsaw 

puzzle so that the little pieces of reality each participant owns come together to paint a 

more complete picture of the organization (Smith, 2005).  It is up to the researcher to 

keep the findings from being just a collection of individual accounts by assembling the 

recollections in a meaningful way.  However, as much as possible, the analysis should be 

a pretty straightforward account of what was shared (Smith, 2005).  Much of the 

importance is supplied by the reader of the accounts.  It was my hope that my sorting, 

filtering and labeling of the data could help the reader make sense of these accounts.   

 An important part in this process was continual memoing to myself (Grbich, 

2007).  Dorothy Smith (2005) explains that the researcher will always involve his or her 

own experiences in the recreation of the map of the organization as the researcher walked 

the terrain as well.  This seemed especially true as I studied assessments I had given 

myself.  I would often stop mid analysis and write what I was noticing and thinking.  

These memos allowed me to explore potential findings as they emerged (Coffey & 

Atkinson, 1996).  Some proved salient and some I abandoned.  Research that is tied to the 

local construction of Truth calls for seeking out patterns of meaning (Grbich, 2007).  

These patterns were explored and discovered in these memos.  After each interview I 
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made a note of the most striking moments from the conversation.  Though not in the data 

analysis section directly, these memos helped guide my initial hunches about what would 

make for good headings as I synthesized data.   

 A crucial step in any Institutional Ethnography is the creating of the 

organizational map to see how ruling relations are organized and enacted in daily 

interactions (Smith, 2005).  I experimented with a variety of conceptual maps of my data 

(Grbich, 2007).  I had to read the data with an awareness of when acts of power occurred 

and adjust the maps accordingly, eventually settling on a graphic (Figure 7.1) to 

demonstrate a map of power.  I read for evidence of Grand Narratives (McCorkell & 

Meyers, 2003) as they manifested in these everyday practices.  Keeping these things in 

mind during a specific reading of each interview allowed for me to analyze the role 

power played out in this district.   

The final step in my data analysis was writing the findings.  Institutional 

Ethnography calls for care in assuming theories from data (Smith, 2005).  Instead, my 

goal was to describe all I learned from all of my participants (Weiss, 1994).  Cases in 

context can become exemplary of cases outside the research context (Weiss, 1994).  

However, these examples cannot be assumed.  Standpoint demands an attempt at 

objectivity and reflexivity that leads to a critical dialogue and questioning of Grand 

Narratives (McCorkell & Myers, 2003).  I hope that readers will consider my thinking 

and rich descriptions of the everyday occurrences of participants so they can think about 

school organization within their local sites.  I hope that this thinking leads to thoughtful 

and careful decision making with regards to all consequences of decisions.  It was 
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important that I began the findings with accounts from the students as it coincides with a 

key purpose of IE.  As Devault (2006) describes:  

The Institutional Ethnographer takes up a point of view in a marginal location; 

she “looks” carefully and relatively unobtrusively, like any field worker, but she 

looks from the margins inward – toward centers of power and administration – 

searching to explicate the contingencies of ruling that shape local contexts (p. 48).  

Because schooling is for students, I wanted to begin and end with them.  They are the 

reason this research exists.  From there I moved out to the administrators and then to 

teachers creating a zoom in, zoom out, zoom in approach that allowed for consideration 

of how these three layers of stakeholders experience the organization similarly and 

differently.   

Limitations  

 The two biggest limitations in my study stemmed from the difficulty in making 

generalizations from ethnographic research and in my tenuous role as researcher.  It is 

hard to make generalizations from qualitative studies done with small numbers of people 

in single settings.  Preference is given to community members’ meanings (Emerson et al., 

1995).  These meanings must be seen as situated.  As Emerson et al., describes, “In this 

sense, ethnographers do not take a member’s story as a factual account but rather as an 

expression of the speaker’s experience and views at a particular moment in time, to a 

specific audience, in order to accomplish particular purposes.” (p. 117).    It helps to 

accept that Truth is not possible (Merriam et al., 001).  Interviews are always a 

performance, but the meanings constructed from conversation can help researchers build 

naturalistic generalizations that lead to working hypotheses (Lincoln & Guba, 1985), 
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providing readers with information in forms they can relate to allows them to see 

ordinary situations in accessible but new lights (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  Thick 

descriptions allow the reader to lift the information from the study’s context and see what 

parts mirror the local contexts familiar to the reader (Lincoln & Guba, 1985)  This 

resonation allows for deliberate thinking about the unquestioned mundaneness of our 

daily lives.  Within these mundane activities are hidden decisions and actions that alter 

the lives of those with less agency (Smith, 2005).   

 My role as a district employee offers unique challenges and opportunities as a 

researcher.  Am I an insider or outsider?  How did my position impact what was shared 

with me?  These issues have been addressed by other researchers.  People belong to 

multiple subcultures preventing pure insider status (Merriam et al., 2001 ).  Notions of 

insider/outsider are often overly simplified (Griffith, 1996; Merriam et al., 2001).  There 

are advantages to being both: Insiders draw out honesty and can read between the lines 

whereas outsiders have a natural curiosity and are more willing to ask taboo questions 

(Merriam et al., 2001).  Throughout the research I worked to embrace my duel role; I 

became an indigenous outsider who could navigate the organization while assuming no 

certainties (Merriam et al., 2001).  This required that I recognized and tried to shed 

preconceptions about the lived experiences of members (Emerson et al., 1995).  I could 

not make assumptions about how people would answer (Weiss, 1994).  When coding the 

data I had to become consciously aware of how my own biases shaped what I underlined 

and quoted within a given interview.  When I noticed it happening, I would always stop 

and reread for what I might have missed due to my bias.   
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 The key to overcoming the limitation of my role was recognizing that we never 

enter as naïve observers (Campbell, 1998).  I could not ignore my subjectivity and bias or 

how I have been influenced by Grand Narratives (McCorkell & Myers, 2003) especially 

ones about teaching.  I am a product of much education.  Scientific research is always 

done by dominant groups representing situated interests.  I attempted to overcome this by 

including pertinent biographical information about myself so the reader could be aware of 

my own standpoint.  I have offered to present the information I discover to the 

community I studied (McCorkell & Myers, 2003).  It may be difficult to maintain 

anonymity if I am too revealing about my connection to the district.  The reader could 

potentially investigate to learn where I teach.  I will work to problem solve this as I share 

this research.  Overall, I think these limitations are an important part of the situated 

context of these stories.   

 Some may notice the voices left out and see that as another limitation. I originally 

considered talking to parents, board members and those in governmental positions at the 

state level.  Near the end of interviewing the three categories of stakeholders who are 

present in the study, it became obvious to me that taking on any other groups would be 

overly ambitious.  I decided to limit the scope temporarily, but hope to reach out to those 

groups as part of future research studies.     

Research ethics 

The following procedures were followed to achieve an ethical research study.   

Informed consent    

Permission to conduct this study was obtained through the Institutional Review 

Board (IRB) of the University of Missouri at Columbia.  Accordingly, all participants 
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were asked to sign consent forms (see Appendix G).  No one was included who does not 

sign this form.  I also gained district approval to conduct this research.   

Autonomy 

Participation was completely voluntary.  The participants were not coerced in 

anyway.  They were invited to join through the recruitment process.  All signed consent 

forms.  Individuals were allowed to withdraw at any time.  They could also take part in 

some but not all of the research.  During interviews they were told they could skip 

questions at will.   

Beneficence 

  I wanted to maximize benefits while minimizing potential harm.  This study 

gave any interested party a chance to voice their approval and concerns regarding district 

policies.  These opinions were synthesized by the researcher for those in power to 

consider.  People were eager to talk and some even thanked me for asking their opinion.  

Perhaps assessment will be streamlined and improved as a result.  The timeliness of this 

research increases the likelihood of impact. I hope it can inform districts other than my 

own.   

Justice 

 I was very aware of my position as researcher.  I explained my roles in the district 

and at the university when interacting with participants before our interviews began.  

Justice manifested in who is chosen to participate in this study.  Any teacher of junior 

high reading intervention was welcome to participate.  I worked with the teachers to 

choose students representative of peers.  All will receive the same benefits when the 

district reads the compiled voices.   
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Dealing with Potential for Harm 

This project did not involve any risks greater than those encountered in everyday 

life. Conversations about school happenings are not uncommon.  Participants were 

always aware of the purpose of the study and what will be done with the information 

gained from research.  Identities were protected for all participants.  Data was stored 

using protective safeguards.  One extra meeting could have been stressful for 

overburdened school staff, but they were all consulted for ideal scheduling.  The benefits 

outweigh potential harm.  The Institutional Review Board considered this an expedited 

request.   

Conclusion 

 The results of this research method and the questions posed can be found in the 

chapters that follow.  Chapter four focuses on student interviews.  Chapter five offers a 

synthesis of feedback from administrators.  Chapter six features teacher responses.  In 

chapter seven I consider the three groups simultaneously to draw bigger ideas from 

participant answers.   
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Chapter Four 

Results of Student Interviews  

 I interviewed six students individually and held focus groups at all three junior 

highs in the district, which allowed me to talk to 15 more students.  Student interviews 

were markedly shorter than interviews with adults excepting my interview with Zion, 

which was likely due to an ongoing relationship I had with him.  His interview guided 

much of my analysis.  Though the students were cordial, they answered questions 

quickly. They did not seem to mind the conversations, but they also did not seem 

enlivened by our talks.  Perhaps they worried I was in a position of power or perhaps they 

had just never though much about the things I asked them because no one had ever taken 

the time to ask them.  While brief, the students did offer some key insights into their lives 

as readers, their attitudes towards assessments and their opinions on being reading 

intervention students.  In this chapter I share some of the synthesis of all the student 

interviews. The data is organized by thematic headings I created after careful rereading of 

the data. I tried to move from the global (beginning with general attitudes towards 

reading and reading intervention) to the specific (details about reading instruction and 

feedback on very specific assessments.)  The table below is a reminder of whom I 

interviewed and what school each student attended. 
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Table 3.3 
Students Interviewed 
Name  School Attended  Demographic 

Information  
Zion  Park View Junior High  9th Grade Boy (Black) 
Jonas  Park View Junior High 9th Grade Boy (Black) 
Nelly  Park View Junior High 8th Grade Girl (White) 
Sierra  Park View Junior High 8th Grade Girl (Black) 
Alex  Harrison Junior High  9th Grade Boy (Hispanic) 
Hannah  Harrison Junior High  8th Grade Girl (White)  
Table 3.3 Students Interviewed 
*Focus groups were held at all three schools as well (two at Walker instead of 
individual interviews as students were more comfortable with this arrangement).   
 
Students’ Attitudes Towards Engaging in Reading   

When asked about their attitudes towards reading in general, no single opinion 

emerged among the student interviews.  Some students had positive attitudes towards 

reading.  Jonas, an 8th grade male said, “I like to read a lot.  I enjoy reading.  I like doing 

things that involve reading.”  Other students pointed out that they saw the benefit in 

reading whether they liked it or not.  During a focus group at Walker Junior High School 

a participant shared, “You’ve got to read to do well in class.  How you gonna do 

science?”  Hannah, said that she always thought getting tested in reading was stupid, but 

now she sees how it helps students in a variety of ways.  Though many people assume all 

students in reading lack interest or motivation, these interviews revealed that some 

students did apply a value to reading. 

Other students had an obvious disdain for reading.  Hannah called the daily thirty 

minutes of assigned reading in elementary school “brutal.”  Zion, from Park View Junior 

High said, “I don’t like to read at all” and went on to say he feels the same way about 

school in general. In focus groups students echoed that they hated days when they had to 
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read all hour in class and that reading was so boring it made them fall asleep.  One focus 

group student from Walker said, “I just don’t like it.”   These types of comments seemed 

to far outweigh praise of reading.  It is hard to excel at something you do not enjoy, and it 

is hard to enjoy something you struggle with.  It seems possible that reading class could 

exacerbate a distaste for reading as students are asked to spend extra time doing 

something that brings displeasure.   

Nelly made a link between her dislike of reading and instructional changes she 

experienced in the shift from elementary to middle school.   She stated:  

I used to love reading and then I just didn’t like reading as much when I got to 

like 7th grade… just like the type of books that we read and how we read them.  

Like in 4th and 5th grade we just get books and we read them in groups and that all 

changed when I got to 7th grade.   

Prior to that she always remembered knowing how to read and loving reading.  Her 

struggle with reading began when the curriculum shifted from reading workshop to the 

teaching of whole class novels.  It is important to note that some students may struggle 

with reading curriculum more so than reading in general.  If the tasks asked of students 

do not represent their strengths they could present as struggling readers.   

Choice improves attitudes towards reading.   One clear theme from student 

interviews was that choice in text had a positive impact on attitudes towards engagement 

in reading.  Nelly explained that she doesn’t like when someone just hands her a book 

and tells her she has to read it.  She preferred “interesting books like ones by Mary 

Downing Hahn.”  Her identification as a struggling reader came only after losing her 

opportunity to self-select texts.  Zion revealed that though he didn’t consider himself to 
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be a reader, his desire to become a diesel mechanic drew him to the magazine “Popular 

Mechanics,” which he read on a regular basis.  Alex, a 9th grader explained that he never 

read much but that he would read books like  Diary of a Wimpy Kid (2007) or anything 

video game related.  It would be interesting to see how students like these would perform 

on assessments involving self-selected text, as they reported a clear correlation between 

motivation and choosing text.  Though many students reported not liking to read, these 

conversations revealed that they actually just did not like school reading.   

Many reading students seemed to dislike reading.  This dislike could be one factor 

that lead to student placement in reading class or it could be that placement in reading 

class deepened a distaste for reading.  This placement in reading was not a choice for 

anyone enrolled even if they saw positive impacts of enrollments.  It was obvious from 

the use of words like “brutal” or the frequency with which the word boring was used to 

describe reading that students in reading intervention would not call it a hobby.   It’s hard 

to be proficient at something one simply does not enjoy doing.  Adults do not spend 

much time on tasks they both do not enjoy and are not good at.  However, school makes 

that a reality for students for better or worse.  Reading class meant they were forced to do 

this thing they hated while others were in elective courses.   

Students shared society’s high regard for reading.  Regardless, more often 

than not, students seemed to agree with the popular societal opinion that reading 

proficiently is an important goal to achieve and therefore accepted that they should be 

better at it.   They bought into societal narratives about the importance of literacy, which 

problematized the notion of struggling readers as unmotivated.  Many reading 

intervention students are or at least were motivated to be good readers.  Nelly, discussed 
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above, is a clear example of a student who was more engaged with reading before 

receiving intervention. If teachers want to reach these students, it might make the most 

sense to steer away from scripted intervention programs and move towards programs that 

were cognizant of student interest in addition to ability.   As James Paul Gee (2007) 

believes, students labeled as not proficient in literacy are often just not proficient in the 

Discourse of schooling.  Attempts to fix this problem sometimes do more to turn students 

away from school rather than move them towards intrinsic motivation and personal 

investment in success.   

Ambivalent Attitudes Towards Reading Intervention   

 In many ways student attitudes towards reading intervention class mirrored their 

attitudes towards reading in general with both positive and negative associations.  Overall 

there was a stronger tendency towards ambivalence about placement in reading 

intervention. Students spent much of the interviews discussing their feelings about 

placement in reading intervention class.    

 Benefits of placement in reading intervention – new skills and opportunities. 

Students articulated clear benefits to being placed in reading intervention.  Jonas said he 

did not mind being in reading class and actually called it “a regular class.”  Interestingly, 

he attended a school where scores were not often shared with students, which might 

prevent them from making the connection between ability and placement in class.  He 

explained that if given the choice he would take the class again because it allowed him to 

learn more as a student.  Zion called reading class a “good thing” because it helped make 

sure kids did not “get left behind.”  He believed that getting left behind or not being able 

to read was one of the major causes of high school dropouts.   
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Multiple students named sustained time for reading as a clear benefit of the class.  

Sierra said she appreciated time to just sit there and read alone or in groups.  Hannah 

explained that reading class hooked her on books.  She explained that the class allowed 

students time to actually read at school, a luxury not afforded many students.  Alex, an 

ELL student at Harrison felt he needed the class to improve his reading.  He said (after 

getting confused by some of the interview questions) “I do need that class. As you can 

tell, I don’t know how to answer everything right.  I need to read better in English class.  

I just need to practice more.”  Students clearly were able to reproduce popularly held 

beliefs about the benefits of literacy and saw intervention as a chance to gain these 

benefits.   

In student focus groups, students seemed to focus more on the positives.  One 

student from Harrison revealed that reading class was the one place he was able to read 

graphic novels without getting teased.  The students at Harrison hypothesized that 

students not in reading class were probably not engaging in Sustained Silent Reading 

anywhere.  They knew it wasn’t happening in regular classes and assumed it was not 

happening at home.  The students from Park View Junior High shared that the class 

would help prepare them for future jobs.  One student from Park View said, “It may 

sound like a bad class, but at least we are getting better.”  The two focus groups at 

Walker Junior High shared more benefits than any other school.  They called the class 

“boring but a good opportunity.”  They felt it was a good opportunity because it allowed 

you to “get your grades up” and “get into” reading so that you could be a better reader 

and read at a better pace.  They appreciated that Reading was a relaxed class and allowed 

them to build their skills, allowed them to develop the ability to focus and get work done, 
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and offered the opportunity to go to Barnes and Noble for a class field trip.  One student 

explained that she would never have been able to go to a bookstore if not for reading 

class.  Overall, students could see the need and some reward for reading intervention and 

built on this idea in a group setting.  

Reading students possess metacognitive skills.  When asked to describe 

themselves as readers, multiple students showed a keen awareness of reading ability.  

Zion articulated: 

That’s what I think I have – like a reading thing.  I can’t process things like other 

kids.  Some kids can watch one thing one time and they just get it.  I can’t do that.  

I gotta do like hands on – like do something with my hands and maybe understand 

it. 

He obviously had done some thinking about how his brain worked.  Sierra showed 

similar reflection when she reported that she was good at making connections and 

predictions but still needed to get better at reading “bigger books.”  Hannah described a 

struggle to focus early on in her public schooling that led to an eventual Individualized 

Education Plan (IEP).  She was happy to share that she now tests at the tenth grade 

reading level, showing an awareness of ability tied to test performance.  A student in the 

Walker focus group explained that she was not a good reader because she didn’t read at 

home – especially over the summer.  Mokhtari and Reichard (2002) argue that reading 

intervention students lack metacognitive skills.  This did not seem to be the case for the 

students I interviewed.  Participation in reading class made these students more aware of 

their reading ability and offered the vocabulary needed to discuss strengths and 

weaknesses.   



 76 

Students name clear disadvantages to reading intervention.  Students named a 

variety of disadvantages from enrollment in reading intervention.  These disadvantages 

included lost opportunities, dislike for the curriculum, stigma and low self-efficacy.  All 

of these disadvantages demand pause to consider alternative ways to deliver intervention 

to below level readers.   

Placement in reading intervention means missed opportunities.  Students were 

quick to point out the missed opportunities that resulted from enrollment in reading 

intervention.   The term “missed opportunities” came straight from the students’ 

responses and was not prompted by a leading question. Students would often point out 

that they were missing out on an elective because of reading, even if they could not name 

a specific class they were denied.  However, some were able to describe specific missed 

opportunities. Hannah stated, “It does kinda take away opportunities for me in school.  

Like I can’t do art or any of that.”  Another explained how much he had hoped to build 

his keyboarding and general computer skills by taking a practical arts class.  Forced 

reading intervention prevented this option.  Many of the classes replaced by reading are 

in the career readiness field and students regretted not getting to have that jumpstart or 

chance to explore an interest.    

At Harrison one focus group student described the stress in his life that came from 

not having a study hall as he adjusted to the workload of 9th grade classes.  Reading 

students who often struggle in core classes find themselves in intervention, while the 

more academically competent get unstructured work time in the school day.  This 

sometimes caused reading students to fall further behind in core classes.    
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 Reading students had less control over their schedules.  In 9th grade, health and 

P.E. requirements forced those in Reading to lose almost all of their scheduling choice. 

At Walker a student described how Reading class forced her to attend summer school so 

she could have one programming choice in light of “forced” electives like reading, P.E. 

and health.  The denial of choice in curriculum typical for reading intervention students 

revealed how power plays out in school as students who do not conform to school 

expectations of literacy have less agency.  Though done with good intention, it creates 

unintended consequences - such as not allowing students to explore a future potential 

career field in an academic setting or making the work load less manageable for already 

challenged students.  Reading class presents itself as a punishment for those enrolled.   

Reading intervention fatigue.  It also became clear that students found 

themselves bored after years of reading intervention.  During the Walker interview three 

students started the interview like a three person-chorus singing in rounds, “It’s boring.  

It’s boring.  It’s boring!”   The district curriculum is consistent from year to year with 

exposure to a variety of texts coupled with comprehension strategy work applied to the 

various texts.  Readers could expect to experience lessons and objective repetition if 

repeating the class.  When asked how she would feel about taking Reading the following 

year one student said, “I’d rather not, because I’ve been taking it for many… but it just 

gets old sometimes… You just do the same thing every year.”  In an attempt to share her 

desire to be released from the class Hannah offered, “I normally try really hard on (tests) 

because, not to be mean about it, or anything, but I do get tired of constantly having to 

take reading class.  I mean I like reading now, but it still gets kind of annoying.”  When 

teachers described reading classes, their descriptions revealed a striking similarity 
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between buildings and across grades when it came to reading lessons. These students 

were experiencing the stagnation and felt bored by it. Furthermore, many of the students 

disliked reading, so they resented a class that demanded long chunks of silent reading 

time and the requirement to independently read long texts. Though this was surely not the 

intention, these reading requirements caused some students to really dread reading and 

reading class.   

Reading Intervention students experience stigma. Negative feelings towards the 

class largely came in the form of complaints about stigma from being placed in reading 

intervention and denied opportunities from the schedule change that happens after 

placement in reading intervention.  Stigma, as theorized by Goffman (1963) is the 

possession of characteristic deviant from the social norm that is perceived as negative.  

Goffman explained that stigma is managed by accepting, avoiding, reducing or denying 

the stigma.  Zion from Park View said, “I mean it’s okay but like it’s kind of crazy cuz 

like uhh… they just like uh… it’s like for people like just below reading level so I don’t 

know…  Like everybody in the class is below reading level like not everybody in the 

school takes that class.  Like it’s not a mandatory class…”  Zion realized and accepted 

that this class was assigned to those with a deficit and recognized himself as deficient. 

The stigmatized enlist multiple strategies for dealing with stigma.  Meisenbach 

(2010) proposes a Stigma Communication Management Theory that explains how the 

stigmatized can fall into several categories, two of which presented in student focus 

groups: Accepts the stigma from society and accepts that it personally applies; accepts 

that the stigma exists but denies that it personally applies.  Nelly from Park View opened 

up to say, “I feel like I’m lower level than like all of my friends and umm…  I just felt 
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like really lower level… I just really didn’t like telling people that I was in another 

reading class”.  Nelly was a popular white girl from a middle class background.  She 

looked the part of the “preppy” schoolgirl, wearing cut off jean shorts and an 

Abercrombie and Fitch tank top at our interview.  In many ways she did not look like the 

students in her reading class nor did she hang out with them outside of class.  For her, it 

was embarrassing to need the class. The label placed on her after assessment became an 

identity she adopted.  This is a clear example of someone accepting the societal stigma 

and accepting that it personally applies.  When this happens the person stigmatized 

incorporates the stigma into self-identity (Meisenbach, 2010) which can limit possibilities 

a child sees for him or herself.    

A student in the focus group at Harrison was very quick to point out, “It was an 

accident that I got put in this class.” It seemed important to him that I not label him as a 

struggling reader.  The comment burst out of his mouth as I was trying to deliver the first 

question of the interview.  His desire to explain his failure to try on the STAR and his 

impending release from the class helped illustrate how he wanted to disassociate from the 

stigma attached to being in reading intervention.  This is a clear example of a student 

accepting that society stigmatizes those in reading, but that the stigma label of struggling 

reader was not an appropriate label for him.   

No student denied that the stigma should exist which Meisenbach (2010) offers as 

a potentially empowering way to respond to stigma. This seemed to be another indirect 

way students demonstrated an acceptance of the societal narratives about the importance 

of literacy.  Self-identity suffers when someone is labeled as deficient at a skill so 

universally valued.   
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Decreased stigma in focus groups.  Interestingly, the stigma was reduced in focus 

groups.  At Harrison one student explained how he did not mind telling people he was in 

a reading class because all of his friends were in the class.  Another shared that he cared 

at first but stopped caring as soon as he saw that no one really “made fun” of people in 

reading intervention.  At Park View one student felt that there was no reason not to tell 

friends about being in reading class because they saw you walking in the class and, as 

another girl added, “most of our friends are in that class anyways.”  A student at Walker 

said, “this class doesn’t phase me, and I would take it again.”  All of these comments 

came unprovoked by a specific question about stigma.  Their answers imply a recognition 

that a stigma exists.  They just chose not to identify with it in a group setting.  This could 

be about saving face in a group or respecting the feelings of classmates present in the 

interview.   

Though the group setting offered some comfort for students, there are still some 

disadvantages to grouping students as struggling readers and placing them in the same 

setting.  Social Identity Theory describes how identity is formed by the groups we belong 

to and self-esteem is increased in group settings as they play out in organizations 

(Ashforth & Mael, 1989).  These students likely felt most comfortable surrounded by 

peers; however, they also likely to reproduce and build stereotypes associated with 

struggling readers in group settings creating a “looping effect” for identity (Hacking, 

2004).  In other words, once a student is placed in a reading class and defined as a 

struggling reader, they look to others in the class to see how struggling readers act.  This 

becomes problematic as students in reading class see many classmates misbehaving and 

refusing to engage in reading.  At the same time, the way they act helps society 
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understand struggling readers, which can lead to stereotypes and low-expectations for 

these students. Intimately attached to this process of looping is the connection between 

stigma and identity (Goffman, 1963).    

 Stigma creates low-efficacy in reading intervention students.  Reading students 

often shared negative descriptions of themselves as readers.  Zion self-reported that he 

has been “below level” his “whole life.”  Alex felt like the interview showed his language 

deficiencies because of his inability to answer interviewer’s questions “right.”  He was an 

ELL student and struggled to comprehend what I was asking at times so he responded 

with few words and assumed this was not what I hoped for.  Nelly seemed to link her 

negative self-efficacy in regards to reading to her placement in reading intervention.  

With nervous laughter she shared, “I think I’m a good reader, but I guess I’m not since I 

got put in that class.”   In regards to Social Identity Theory, not all group memberships 

are favorable and some organizational groups have high prestige while others have low 

prestige (Ashforth & Mael, 1989).  Being in a low prestige group can impact one’s self-

efficacy, which in turn can impact performance, especially when the label has been used 

to describe a reader his or her “whole life.” A student could develop a fixed mindset 

believing that they do not have the capacity to ever improve as a reader (Dweck, 2006).  

Teachers struggle with whether or not to share reading scores.  Denying someone 

information about him or her could be an act of power, but repeatedly labeling a child as 

deficient can also have negative consequences.   

Hannah also told a story of how a negative instructional experience shaped her 

view of herself with serious social consequences.  She offered this memory of taking a 

reading test in kindergarten:  
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I was going like ten times slower than all the other kids because I was just… I 

was really struggling with the reading.  It made me feel really dumb, and it made 

me feel really bad, and it kind of lo – lowered my self-esteem, and I think that’s 

one of the reasons why I was kinda bullied back then, because I didn’t have a very 

high self-esteem so I kinda just let people walk all over me.  

 Though she explained that she was no longer “embarrassed” or “scared” anymore, she 

knows that she still reads a little slower than everyone else despite being “on level.”   

This story reveals a very real instance of stigma (including tangible consequences of 

stigma), the long-term effects of being stigmatized and how self-efficacy is impacted by 

that stigma.   

Focus groups seemed to echo the connection between self-efficacy and fluency 

abilities.  One student from Park View said she “can’t read that good” and people in her 

reading class would laugh at her when it was her turn to read out loud.  Another student 

in the same focus group reported that she was often laughed at because there were so 

many words that she didn’t know.  A student from Walker shared, “I am a good reader 

but don’t like reading out loud because I’m so bad at it.”  Like popular opinion, these 

students often equated the ability to read fluently with the ability to read well.  In fact, a 

student can be very fluent and have low comprehension while another student might 

stumble repeatedly through a passage and yet be able to synthesize the text adequately 

(Applegate, Applegate & Modla, 2009).  When fluency plays such a large role in the 

reading classroom, the ability to read well out loud is likely to shape self-efficacy and 

may play a large role in placing a student in reading intervention.   
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 Students feel ambivalence towards reading intervention.  This intersection of 

positive and negative associations with reading intervention class led to nonchalance or 

ambivalence towards taking the class.  Zion said, “I mean it’s not the first time I’ve had 

to do it so… this year I was like ‘I don’t care.’”  His ongoing enrollment in the class led 

to feelings of apathy in regards to his prescribed placement.   

Other students were more ambivalent than apathetic.  Most students in the same 

breath would talk about how helpful reading class was and then go on to point out how 

much they hoped to not have to take it again.  Sierra in particular talked about how much 

she enjoyed reading and working in groups in class – even saying she could see no 

disadvantages to being in reading class - only to follow up with her glee over her recently 

increased STAR score which would allow her to be released from intervention.  Nelly, 

described the ambivalence perfectly when she said, “I liked the class, but I didn’t like 

being put in the class.”  Most reading students seemed like they had adopted the rhetoric 

about the positivity of reading skills and the likelihood that the class could deliver those 

skills.  They also felt comfortable with the teacher and content of the class.  However, 

they struggled to align their affinity for the class with the stigma and lost opportunities 

that being assigned the course entailed.  This attitude often got in the way of being 

successful in class.   

The Instruction of Reading Students 

 Though reading students did not talk much about reading instruction, they did 

share some key moments of learning to read at home and in school as well as success and 

struggles.  They emphasized “saying words” over comprehension and discussed setbacks 

at transition points.   
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Learning to read.  I was curious to see if anything stood out as reading students 

described learning to read.  I specifically asked them if they remembered learning to read.  

I synthesized information into learning to read at home and learning to read at school.  It 

didn’t necessarily prove true that struggling readers are strugglers because they lacked 

support at home.  Zion explained that his mom taught him how to read.  He remembered 

listening to his parents talk and then seeing those same words in print.  He said that he 

would see a word he knew written and would think, “Oh!  That’s that word.”  

Environmental print must have been a part of his upbringing.  Sierra recalled her mom 

helping her “work out words.”  Alex, because English was his second language, told 

about originally learning to read in Spanish.  Because this was his home language, some 

reading assistance had to come from his family.   

 Other students lacked a clear memory of early reading.  A student from Walker 

joked about remembering learning how to play baseball but not learning to read.  Reading 

was less important to him.  Elijah shared, “Do I remember?  Yeah, but not for real.”  

Their reading history was also not necessarily colored with recollections of struggle.  

Perhaps this lack of memory came from a lack of reading focus and perhaps it’s just a 

sign that something so ingrained in our daily lives often seems like a skill we have always 

possessed.   

 The memories that were shared were often filled with an emphasis on letters and 

letter recognition.  Sierra explained that in order to work out words she was told you 

“have to learn the alphabet first.”  Elijah described “solving words” and focused on 

learning to sound words out until he “developed” and “learned more” and could “read 

better.”  Zion also described the importance of matching symbol and sound. This 
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emphasis on getting the words right over comprehending the text overall is a common 

problem of struggling readers.  The instruction they received often prevented them from 

seeing that reading is meaning making and strong readers miscue words often while still 

comprehending text overall (Goodman, Watson & Burke, 2005).  They would likely find 

more joy in reading if they entered text with the purpose of comprehension and with the 

permission to “get words wrong” in the process. No one really talked about learning to 

read by being read to or through discussions of favorite stories, which is more common 

with teachers who subscribe to a Whole Language approach and from students who 

flourish with reading.  No one reported an overwhelming desire to read as a child or the 

effort that might accompany such a goal.  It just sort of happened but not with the success 

they hoped for.  

Zion’s narrative was the richest recollection of the emphasis on word calling over 

comprehension.  He told the story of being identified as a student with handwriting and 

reading deficiencies.  His teachers decided that reading was more important of those two 

so he was placed in a group for extra reading instruction and missed out on the group that 

offered activities aimed at improving handwriting.  He remembers being assigned books 

to read in that program and filling out questions in a packet for each book he read.  He 

also remembered an activity involving “popcorn words.”  He described:  

Well we had words called popcorn words.  And you say… the popcorn words 

were like very big words.  And when you could like say the big words you could 

get like a popcorn on your name and whoever had the most popcorn… you’d get 

some. 
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 He explained that he had always been below reading level and that reading on grade 

level means you can read any book at your grade level without any problems at all.  

Zion’s experience echoes the experience of many struggling readers where they are 

pulled out from regular instruction and offered a more isolated skills approach to 

instruction. Because of this he assumed that on level readers never worked to 

comprehend.  This mirrors Dweck’s (2006) research on Growth Mindset in which 

unsuccessful people imagine successful people are born with innate skills that they will 

never master.  For students who feel this way about reading, comprehension is magic that 

is performed as opposed to work that is done.  Zion’s belief that good readers could say 

every word and never struggle at all is a clear example of this.  Reading students would 

benefit from seeing comprehension as a process.   

Increased struggle at transition points.  Though no large patterns emerged 

among the types of comments made about reading instruction at school, several 

narratives seemed worth noting.  Alex talked about the challenges that emerged when 

mitigating learning to read in Spanish at home and learning to read in English at school.   

Nelly talked about a decline in interest in reading when she moved from upper 

elementary, where she participated in a lot of choice reading and literature circles to 

middle school, where she experienced mostly whole class assigned novels.  During the 

student focus group at Walker Junior High, a student shared how she struggled when new 

to junior high intervention because she found the reading intervention terminology 

difficult.  She tells of having to mark her inner voice thoughts and how they could be 

“two quality” or “three quality,” etc.  She often got a low score on her thinking initially.  

The class created metacognition tasks and academic vocabulary not asked of students in 
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standard literacy classes, which caused her to feel like a failure. These stories all 

emphasize struggles that some readers face at transition points.  Patience and support 

during transitions might be just as helpful as reading intervention.  

Reading Students Offer Meaningful Insights for Reading Assessment 

 Hawkins Public Schools placed students in reading intervention using three 

assessment tools.  The screening tool that flagged students for additional testing was the 

STAR reading test created by Renaissance Learning (see Appendix A).   The STAR test 

creates a variety of reports including one that lists everyone who tests below the 25th 

percentile, which indicates that students read two or more years below grade level.  The 

students on these lists are then given the Secondary Student Diagnostic Reading 

Assessment, or SSDRA (often pronounced Essdra in interviews); an assessment created 

by district literacy coaches modeled from Pearson’s DRA2, due to the fact that the DRA2 

does not offer passages above the 8th grade level.  (An example of the 9th Grade Spring 

SSDRA questions can be found in Appendix D).  The SSDRA is given and scored by a 

reading specialist.  The third assessment is the Rubric of Reading Behaviors filled out by 

a student’s Language Arts teacher which asks him or her to consider things like resistance 

to reading and vocabulary proficiency (see Appendix E). The described behaviors are 

attached to a numerical score, which combine to provide an overall score which places 

the student at or below expectations.  When a student lacks proficiency as a reader as 

indicated by two of these three tools, he or she is placed in reading intervention.  The 

fluidity of movement in and out varies from school to school.  Furthermore, a parent can 

waive a reading placement.   
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 Because these three measures are taken throughout the year, testing is a prevalent 

component of the reading intervention course.  Accordingly, assessment dominated much 

of the student responses.   

Students showed a general frustration with testing practices and their inability to 

be removed from classes because of these assessment policies.  For example, Hannah, a 

9th grader at Harrison Junior High said, “Once you finish one test there’s another one 

right there waiting for you.”  Further, a student in the focus group at Park View Junior 

High said, “Even when you get a high score they still keep you in reading.”  Beyond that, 

most of the comments were specifically about the STAR and the SSDRA.    

Student perceptions of SSDRA – Students can see positives and negatives.  

The SSDRA test is designed so that students read about 200 words out loud from a grade 

level passage pulled from a fiction novel.  This oral fluency component is similar to 

running records and offers an accuracy and word per minute rating.  The teacher is also 

asked to score the child on phrasing and expression using a four-point rubric.  When the 

student is finished he or she is supposed to list four predictions about what might happen 

in the rest of the text.  Then the student reads the rest of the text while marking inner 

voice thoughts directly on the passage.  When that is done he or she answers literal and 

inferential comprehension questions, writes a summary and engages in written reflection 

about the metacognitive strategies used while reading the passage.   

The students had some positive things to say about taking the SSDRA test.  

Elijah, shared, “I think it’s a good way to figure out if I know how to read and what you 

learned about the story.”  Sierra was glad that it allowed her to actually read at her own 

pace and felt it showed her teacher what she knew.  She felt this made it a better test than 
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the STAR.  Zion also felt it gave a better insight into reading ability than the STAR did.  

When asked which one does a better job of showing what kind of reader you are, he 

offered:  

I would say the SSDRA assessment because you actually have to like read the 

book… analyze what you read… you know then go analyze what you read the 

first time, write something down, then go back read it again and then analyze it 

again and write something down. 

  This answer implied that some reading tests did not actually require reading.  On a 

related note, Hannah guessed that it was hard to grade because of all it asked of students 

but felt it was worth it because it helped teachers know who needed reading help and also 

allowed administrators to see if teachers were doing their job.   

The thoroughness of the SSDRA offered as a positive by some students was also 

seen as one of its drawbacks.  The students in the Walker Junior High focus group talked 

about what a long time it takes.  At Park View they called the test “a thick old packet” 

and lamented the fact that they had to remember the text and sustain that memory over a 

series of activities.  They felt like the passage itself took so long to read that they had 

little energy left to fill out the packet thoroughly.  They explained that students often 

cannot remember what was read from day to day.   Students often started the test and 

completed it over a series of four or five school days.  The students from Harrison 

explained that the test took up to seven class periods for some students, and that there 

were many distractions as the teacher worked to maintain a testing atmosphere for such a 

long period of time.   
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Students were able to provide some suggestions for improving the SSDRA, which 

speaks to the power of gaining input from multiple stakeholders.  Students did not like 

the writing necessitated by the SSDRA.  At Park View the students suggested moving the 

assessment to a computer to help alleviate the writing stamina issues.  Hannah felt like 

teachers should be aware of how hard it is to accurately make four predictions after 

reading a small portion of text. Alex’s comments implied that practice tests might also 

alleviate some of the testing fatigue issues.  He reported that the test was “kind of hard” 

but easier to understand after he took a practice test – though he still admits to blowing 

off parts that were either way too hard or way too easy.  It seems like students would 

benefit from as test that looks like the SSDRA but in a more concise way.  An 

abbreviated test might alleviate memory and motivation concerns.   

Students dislike tests of oral fluency.  Most of the talk about the SSDRA centered 

around the oral fluency component as it was unique to this testing format.  Students found 

the oral fluency to be a challenge.  Hannah, who had already shared her history of 

struggling with reading out loud in elementary, talked about how reading aloud on the 

SSDRA test, “makes you feel kinda stupid, and it made me want to try even harder.”  She 

said that although she had slowly grown to like reading out loud she didn’t like reading 

passages out loud when she was not comfortable with them.  Hannah preferred an 

interesting story she was familiar with so she could get really into it and do different 

voices or inflections.  The students at Park View also expressed frustration with the out 

loud reading.  They said that that the oral fluency part “really messes you up” and were 

upset that teachers “mark you wrong even when you fix it.”  The students from Harrison 

were most vocal about the challenge of reading out loud.  They felt the SSDRA was 
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harder than the STAR because of the teacher evaluation of fluency performance, which 

they thought could be difficult for shy people. They explained that stage fright is 

common due to the fact that everyone can hear you even if you are just reading to the 

teacher.  The most telling conversation can be seen below:  

Student One: In the SSDRA that hardest thing is that when you mess up when you 

think you know the word and then you don’t and you look up at the teacher like 

“is this right?” And you look at the teacher… 

Student Two: And she can’t tell you! 

Student One: Yeah! 

Student Two: And they make a mark if you say it right or wrong so you don’t 

even know! 

The oral fluency can seem like a highly evaluative and high-pressure situation as the 

student sits across from a teacher who has a pencil and copy of the text in hand making 

marks as the student reads while a timer looms in the background.  Unless the teacher has 

allowed the student to engage in Retrospective Miscue Analysis (Goodman, Watson & 

Burke, 2005) the markings are a mystery that make them feel judged. Students did not 

seem aware that there is not always a strong connection between fluency and 

comprehension – or that the purpose is ultimately comprehension.  They felt a lot of 

pressure from the oral fluency component.   

Student perception of the STAR – postives and negatives.  Students were 

equally vocal about the STAR assessment.   Students reported boredom due to repetition 

in regards to the STAR.  A student from the Harrison focus group repeated at length, 

“Boring, bored, so bored!” until another student piped in to explain that they take the test 
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four times a year in both Language Arts class and reading class.  A student at Park View 

Junior High shared that after taking it so many times she just stopped trying on it.  

Another student in her focus group shared that after the fourth time taking it in one year 

she found herself getting so bored halfway through that she just clicked on answers 

without reading them.  Nelly from Park View shared that she also didn’t take the test 

seriously so she was placed in reading class.  Once she saw that she had to take it 

seriously she was able to raise her score from a 7.0 (7th grade independent reading level) 

to an 8.2 (8th grade second month).   

Despite reporting this boredom, students encouraged the district to keep the 

STAR over the SSDRA because they enjoyed taking a test on the computer.  A student 

from Walker said the test was more fun because you got to “play around on the computer 

if you finished early.”  Hannah also reported enjoying the free computer time earned after 

finishing the test.  Zion liked the passive nature of a computer-based tests.  He enjoyed 

that “you have to just sit there.”  Clicking on answers takes less effort than writing in 

response to reading.  If the SSDRA could be moved to the computer somehow students 

might be able to still see the benefits while not being able to just “click on answers.”    

 Clicking on the right answers still poses many challenges as reported by students 

in reading intervention.  Elijah, an ELL student at Harrison shared, “I can pick an answer 

but there’s another answer that will go into it so it’s hard to choose one.”  Sierra from 

Park View personally thought the test was easy but she knew some students read at a 

really slow pace, especially when they want to get it right, and were intimidated by the 

timer.  She suggested that the timer be taken off and that the passages be more consistent 

in size.  Hannah also commented on the inconsistent passage length.  Students in the 
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Harrison focus group discussed the fact that the passages get harder or easier based on 

student performance.  Because students are aware of the adaptive response feature, they 

can become distracted by trying to predict failure or success, based on the ease or 

challenge of the passages.  A student in the Park View focus group shared that when she 

actually does choose to take the test seriously she reads so carefully that the time often 

runs out before she can answer a question following a long passage.  This same student 

was concerned because she “passed” the test twice and then “failed” it after the third 

administration.  When she took it the third time the passages would have been 

immediately harder based on her performance the last two times because of the adaptive 

response feature and the database’s memory of her ability.    

During the focus group interview at Walker Junior High, a student reported 

feeling challenged by the demanded silence as she took the test.  She would have 

preferred getting to vocalize the challenging words to see if hearing them helped her 

comprehend.  Another student at Walker just described the test as “really confusing” 

while another felt that the format was easy but the words and content were hard.  These 

varied comments show the many reasons a student might struggle on the STAR as well as 

an intimate knowledge of the test.  Students had more detailed descriptions of what the 

STAR demanded. Taking the STAR test has become such a prominent aspect of reading 

intervention, making movement out of class more tangible, but for many students, also 

more unobtainable.  This knowledge of the STAR along with an awareness of its impact 

make students strong candidates for assessment discussions. 
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A Summary of Student Findings  

 Though the students’ answers were short, they offered unique insights into life as 

a reading intervention student.  Most apparent was the association of stigmatization with 

being in reading and the lost opportunities due to the schedule change when placed in this 

class.  These students shared the self-esteem issues and decreased reading self-efficacy 

that can result from being labeled a struggling reader.  Reading, though universally 

valued was predominantly seen as boring.  Students described detailed encounters with 

testing and had strong opinions and insights about the tests being used including the 

stress felt while taking tests.   

 I wish I had dug deeper with students when they gave short responses.  I should 

have felt freer to ask follow up questions.  I remember feeling nervous and felt the 

students did too.  Perhaps I feared the interview might exacerbate their feelings as 

deficient.  I would love to re-interview more students in future research to gain the depth 

of responses offered in the administrator and teachers section which directly follow this 

chapter.   
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Chapter Five 

Results of Administrator Interviews  

Interviews with administrators offered me unique insights into the decision-

making processes of the district and the motivation behind testing practices.  

Administrators were cordial and eager to share any information they could with me about 

assessments.  Interviews were lengthy and data rich.  Conversations revealed that they 

were strongly committed to assessment and cared deeply about the teachers and students 

in the district, though they were somewhat disconnected from the experiences of both. A 

closer examination of their revelations follows. The chart below details who was 

interviewed.   

Table 3.1 
Administrators  
Name  Role  Race 
Janie  District Level Superintendent 

of Curriculum  
White  

Fred  District Level 
Assessment/Data 
Coordinator  

White  

Mary  District Level Communication 
Arts Coordinator  

White  

Tom  District Communication Arts 
Coordinator.  

White  

Nate  Principal of Walker Junior 
High  

White  

Jacqueline  Principal of Park View Junior 
High  

White  

Marie  Principal of Harrison Junior 
High  

White  

Table 3.1 Administrators   
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Pervasiveness of Assessment within the District   

I began my analysis of interviews looking for discussion of assessment as 

Institutional Ethnography recommends beginning with a text to see how it dictates the 

work and lived experiences of participants to eventually reveal how power plays into 

lived experience.  Though assessments actually represent multiple texts, they seemed to 

provide something concrete to use as a foundation..  The information that follows 

the`assessment discussion will be framed by the assessment philosophies and practices 

that guide the district.   

Assessment data drives the system.  When administrators talked about 

assessment, they often did so in a systems approach way.  The organization runs like a 

machine.  Assessments help tell which machines to fire when.  As Janie, a district level 

Superintendent of Curriculum and the highest ranking administrator, described, “There’s 

really three legs to this stool: excellent tier one instruction, excellent use of assessment to 

make decisions, and excellent interventions.  All three legs of the stool have to be 

supported with really good professional development.”  In this view, assessment is 

present to both test and drive the system.   

Jacqueline, the principal at Parkview Junior High, further elaborated on this when 

she said she wants assessments to show: 

…if there is anything I can do to help the reading teachers or the department 

chairs or whoever, if they need me to go to bat for them about time or space…  I 

want to know what help I can give them.  I would like to know when they are 

given.  I would like to know what the results are and how we’re going to use that 

result to improve instruction. 
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Jacqueline was speaking to the need for administrators to know a whole lot of different 

information about many different students to develop adequate supports for student 

learning.  Marie, the principal at Harrison Junior High, explained how that information is 

needed to place students where they belong; “Are there kids that are being placed 

correctly?  If they don’t need it, then we need to get them to take other electives...  If they 

need it, we need to make sure they are in with reading support.”  Data offered by 

assessments allows administrators easy access to information needed to make important 

decisions about operations.   

Tom, a Communication Arts Coordinator, pointed out how assessment serves the 

system when it provides helpful data reported out in a useful way with the least 

instructional obtrusion.  He further pointed out how literacy assessment data impacts Full 

Time Equivalent (FTE) decisions and justifies the creation of reading specialist positions.  

(In fact some buildings under-qualify students for reading to avoid the FTE impact.)  

Despite how it might seem to teachers and students, administrators did not appear to 

believe in assessment just for assessment’s sake.  It always served the purpose of making 

data driven decisions.    

Assessments occurred with high frequency and sometimes rapidly changed.  

This need for data created a culture of assessment in the district not atypical of most 

public school systems today.  Nancy, a Communication Arts Coordinator shared: 

We have really chosen to assess our kids so much.  And that is what I found 

when I first stepped into this job.  That in the fall they were giving the DRA2 to 

everybody.  The Word Study Inventory.  Star, District Writing Assessment…  

And what we had was reading groups weren’t starting until mid to late October.  
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And that is not an exaggeration.  By the time they got community established, 

they took the entire month of September to do their assessments… you’re just 

missing such valuable teaching time…  (during testing) most of the kids are on 

their own basically, coloring, doing packets. 

 During the course of Nancy’s interview over nine different literacy assessments were 

mentioned: Burke Reading Inventory (BRI), Scholastic Reading Inventory (SRI), STAR 

Reading, Pearson’s Diagnostic Reading Assessment (DRA2), Secondary Student 

Diagnostic Reading Assessment (SSDRA), Group Reading Assessment and Diagnostic 

Evaluation (GRADE), State Assessment Program (SAP), Cloze Procedure Tests, and 

AIMS WEB.  It was clear that this was a district that liked to try out assessments.  Often 

these assessments were quickly abandoned to try out the newest assessment fad.   

Frustration with or disagreement over one assessment often caused the district to 

abandon it for a new one with equally mixed reviews.  Marie stated, “They change over 

time…  I really liked the SRI.”  Three times in her interview she seemed frustrated over 

losing the SRI because she really relied on it as a screen.  Nancy echoed this sentiment, 

while Tom described the SRI as the most useless assessment ever.  Nancy despised the 

AIMS WEB protocols that were lauded by the Special Education Department.  While 

early interviews I conducted showed excitement over the STAR, later ones revealed a 

disappointment in it.  The interviews implied a commitment to the belief that the perfect 

assessment was out there somewhere and the district would keep trying until it was 

found.  Often this resulted in quick jumps to a new test.  If those in power had a strong 

opinion they could easily push for a change in testing practice though there seemed to be 

more control over this among upper administration.     
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The district was strongly committed to assessments for various purposes.  

Despite the frustration, administrators unquestionably valued assessment.  They brought 

up a variety of needs that assessment served.  The first and most basic purpose is 

measuring how students, teachers and the district are doing.  As Marie explained, 

assessment can show an overall view of student performance across the board so we can 

measure growth.  Tom added that the assessments can measure if interventions are 

working.  Nate, the principal at Walker, felt assessment allowed for identification of 

strengths and weaknesses.   

Fred, a district administrator who oversaw assessment, described tests as “a bread 

crumb trail” that helped the district see where it was and was not having success.  He 

explained that the district may be doing good things, but if it is not seeing success then, 

“we may not be doing as good of a job as we would like.”  He further shared: 

If we’re doing all this testing… but we’re not seeing progress, something is not 

good.  That doesn’t mean we’re not working hard, we’re not trying  - it just means 

maybe we need to try something else or go back and make sure we’re doing it the 

way we should be doing it. 

 This demonstrates the goal of moving beyond assessments as a status check and using 

assessments to improve practice.   

Using assessments to help students.  Assessments were seen as ways to help 

students.  Jacqueline shared how assessments can simultaneously help her know how to 

help teachers, improve instruction and show if her school is serving kids.  Nate helped 

highlight that assessment should exist to help teachers adjust curriculum to best meet the 

needs of students.  He explained that after identifying weaknesses, “we can modify 
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curriculum… or modify strategies within the classroom.”  At the building or district 

level, Nate felt that data from assessments can help shape what professional development 

is offered to fill knowledge “holes” so teachers can best help students.  Instruction can be 

tailored for students based on gaps.  Janie explained how the DRA2 or SSDRA can help a 

teacher diagnose skill deficits.  For example, a teacher can differentiate between issues of 

getting text off of a page versus comprehending text that has been decoded.  Ideally, 

instruction should change accordingly based on what assessments reveal.   

 At the individual level, assessments speak to meeting the needs of any given 

student.  Janie emphasized the importance of screening assessments by calling for 

“information that just gives you a norm reference benchmark that says, ‘this child needs 

further attention.  We need to look more deeply at him.’”  Sometimes that closer look 

leads to placement in reading intervention.  As Nate says, we want to “get the right kids 

in the right class.”  Ongoing assessment allows for a district to plan for sections of 

reading intervention and to schedule students into those classes accordingly.   

 Assessments serve as tools for comparison.  Sometimes assessments are viewed 

as a way to help school systems compare students, teachers or buildings for positive ends.  

Fred feels that this is why common assessments are so important.  He asserted: 

If every building chose a different test to demonstrate that their kids are on level it 

becomes very difficult to compare.  We want to learn from each other because 

there are some buildings that are having successes or maybe pockets in buildings 

that are having success. 

He explained that measuring teaching through comparative data helps districts make 

good decisions.  Nancy talked about the perceived benefit of ranking when she said, “I do 
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kind of like to look at the percentile rank because I would like to know where they fall in 

relation to other kids who took the test.”  This ranking of students can help teachers know 

who to focus efforts on.  It can also lead to judgment about ability.  This comparison was 

seen as a way to improve those who ranked lower—both  at the building and individual 

level—but  it left out the damaging impact these kind of comparisons can have on 

schools and individuals that routinely rank low, often due to a multitude of factors that 

impact success which cannot all be accounted for in a literacy assessment.   

Assessment drives collaboration.  Good assessment practices can inform the 

Professional Learning Communities process so valued by Hawkins Public Schools.  Janie 

wanted teachers to use assessments to communicate with and about students so they 

could be grouped for instruction.  She shared: 

This is where the PLC team analyzes them and looks at all of our kids and says, 

“This is where these three kids are, so for the next six weeks, this teacher is going 

to take these kids and work on this skill, and we’re going to have this tool to 

monitor their progress and then the rest of us are going to…”   

Janie was describing the PLC process which requires teachers of similar content or 

students to meet on a regular basis to analyze data on student performance and plan 

instruction and student groupings accordingly so that all students can achieve the 

essential objectives.  Jacqueline echoed this process saying, “You can’t just stuff it in a 

drawer or stick in on a scorecard and say, ‘I’m done with it.’ Really getting into that and 

thinking about what intervention and arrangements we need with those kids gives 

meaning to the data.”  It takes teachers to bring the power of this data to life.  Nancy went 

as far as to say assessments were worthless without collaboration.  The debriefing, sitting 
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down and talking in a PLC about who has it and how to help those who do not was what 

Nancy considered the true potential of assessment.  It was clear that administrators 

assumed this process was fully implemented in schools.  However, most buildings have 

only one dedicated reading intervention teacher making this sort of collaboration 

impossible.  Reading intervention moved students immediately to tier three instruction 

for at least one semester which is not in line with the flexible grouping of the PLC 

process.   

Administrators have Varying Opinions and Knowledge of District Assessments 

 While analyzing the administrator interviews, I paid careful attention to direct 

references to the STAR and SSDRA/DRA2 as they are the tests used to place students in 

reading intervention.  As the STAR is the first assessment given to students I began with 

analysis of it.  

The decision to use the STAR test.  Talking to administrators allowed me some 

insight into the history and logistics of the STAR assessment.  Janie explained that the 

district was part of a Minority Student Achievement Network which allowed them to call 

on the expertise from other schools when making important decisions.  Many had 

reported success with the STAR so HPS decided to give it a try.  

 I discovered from those at central office that the STAR has a per student cost.  It 

was originally purchased for all students in elementary and secondary students in reading 

intervention.  After a year of what they considered success it was purchased for all 

students in grades 6th-12th as well with the hope that all students would take it three times 

a year.    
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Benefits of the STAR.  The district had high hopes for the STAR when choosing 

it because it had features not present in the previous assessments.  Tom told of how it was 

a replacement for the SRI because the SRI was really only a vocabulary assessment so it 

did not give an accurate portrayal of reading ability. The STAR also offered both fiction 

and nonfiction passages in the same assessment.  They believed it could be completed in 

15-30 minutes (or one class period) unlike the previous assessment (the GRADE) which 

took three to five days and cost four times as much.  Nancy appreciated that it was 

comparatively cheap and computer scored.  Overall, when sold to the district it had a lot 

of appeal.   

 Administrators were quick to point out the advantages of the STAR assessment.  

They felt the speed with which it could be given and scored allowed a teacher to know 

right away if instruction was working.  Once the district decided on what constituted a 

“red flag” they could use that threshold to choose students for further testing after the 

initial screen.  Nate, who had experience using the STAR test in another district prior to 

employment with HPS, considered it a good assessment.  He appreciated it as a 

“temperature-taker” which allowed staff to “monitor on a regular basis.”  Janie also 

appreciated the screening capabilities offered by STAR (though at times she implied that 

a poor STAR score alone could place a student in reading intervention despite intending 

is as a screen).  Nancy felt like the lack of a screen prior to adoption of the STAR 

represented a “break down in the district.”  She cited more benefits such as its ability to 

take the “pulse” of a child or look at a building overall.   

Much of the favor for the STAR was based on its reporting features (see 

Appendix B for a sample report).  Nancy felt the easy to pull comparative data allowed 
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her to look for trends by school or teacher.  Tom called the reports “intuitive” and 

“instantaneous.”  Little was said about what it actually asked students to do or how much 

it matched real world reading.  All benefits were about the convenience of reporting and 

showed the desire for a numerical score attached to reading ability.   

Concerns about the STAR.  Despite the perceived benefits, some obvious critique 

of the STAR existed in multiple interviews.  Marie really disliked the STAR because she 

thought it had a strong cultural bias and caused a major strain on time and technological 

resources.  She shared: 

I think the STAR that we have been doing, there has been some concern in regard 

to the level of cultural exposure.  Some of the language and that kind of thing in 

those assessments ...  One of the examples that stood out over time is that they use 

the term marshal, like a law official.  The kids had no clue what a marshal was.  

My concern is that we use assessments that are time relevant, that our kids ...  

Truly, once you explain what certain terms are, it's like sure.  Then they can 

expand.   

Her concerns were based on feedback from teachers and students who were in the midst 

of taking these assessments.  There was concern that the test assessed knowledge outside 

of reading ability.  Marie’s specific knowledge of actual STAR questions came from her 

mutually supportive relationship with her previous literacy coach (from the years directly 

prior when the district still funded these positions,) which speaks to the power of 

communication among various stakeholders.  Nancy, whose critique came from a more 

intimate knowledge of the test as a Communication Arts Coordinator, expressed similar 
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concerns about student’s ability to connect to passages as well as concerns with whether 

or not it actually measures what it claims to measure.  She shared:  

STAR is a little trickier because they are trying to use a computer to…to…really 

zone in on like author’s purpose and things like that. Which I think sometimes the 

way they phrase the questions don’t do that even though they say this is the 

question that addresses that.  You know I also think that it has no pictures, it has 

nothing.  It’s just a dry reading passage.  And some of our kids you know…there 

is 38 questions so… 

Nancy was concerned about the student’s ability to maintain stamina over the course of 

these frequently changing and relatively uninteresting passages that a student often failed 

to connect to due to a lack of background knowledge. These are some major concerns for 

a test that is being used to determine placement in reading intervention.  Also, they seem 

like issues big enough to outweigh the convenience offered by the STAR.    

Sometimes it seemed that the administrators really didn’t care for the STAR at all.  

It was just the best thing they had compared to other assessments the district had tried.  

As Nancy said, “I can’t find a perfect reading assessment – STAR is far from it.”  She 

was obviously dissatisfied with the STAR as a measurement tool.   

Tom, the only administrator whom I interviewed twice, seemed to lose his 

excitement for the STAR over the course of one year.  In his second interview he 

revealed: 

Is the kid really at 25 or is he at 25 because he blew it?  It’s hard to trust… it’s not 

even hard, I CAN’T trust that data by itself…  I don’t have any confidence that 

that really tells me that’s your ability because of the motivation piece.  
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Nancy also worried that a score could be inaccurate if the student chose to “bomb it.” 

Though the STAR offered a lot of promise and remains the screening test still used by the 

district today, it fell short of expectations in many regards.  Tom’s inability to trust it 

echoed concerns by others who feared the cultural bias, the disconnects between what it 

claimed to measure and what it did measure, and the impact motivation had on 

performance.  Despite all of this, the district stayed steadfast with its use of the STAR.  I 

found myself wondering why the time and money would be invested in this assessment at 

all when it produced such dissatisfaction.  It seems to imply an inability to move away 

from grand narratives about the measurements of intelligence (Sacks, 1997).   

Administrators possess limited knowledge of the SSDRA.  Comparatively, 

administrators did talk significantly less about the SSDRA or DRA2 and many admitted 

they had little experience with it, though some logistics and history were offered by those 

most connected to its use.  Tom and Nancy shared how the SSDRA was homegrown and 

mirrored off the DRA2 to offer a diagnostic assessment for older students (DRA2 

passages max out at 8th grade).  Tom explained how a group of literacy coaches, reading 

teachers and administrators got together to create a one-on-one assessment which 

required students to read a passage out loud at grade level.  Students would be “bumped 

down” with a poor fluency score but after a student read the oral section with sufficient 

competency they would read a longer portion of the passage and then answer some 

written comprehension questions at the grade level they were proficient at from a fluency 

standpoint.  These passages were pulled from engaging young adult fiction texts, which 

were then pulled off shelves in reading intervention classrooms to minimize the chance 

for prior exposure.   
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Fred felt that the DRA2 or SSDRA test was there to confirm what the STAR 

suggested.  Marie thought they were really good assessments that offered important 

information to students.  She valued the information so much she provided reading 

teachers with a second plan period to handle the administering and scoring of these 

assessments. Nancy did not believe they should be reported to superintendents and 

shared, “DRA2 was never created for that.  DRA is really about diagnostic and grouping 

your kids and how do you meet your instruction.”   Although most administrators had 

something to say about the DRA2 and SSDRA it did not seem like any logical patterns 

existed to allow for grouping of the comments.  It is possible this is because this is the 

assessment the administrators have the least experience with both through administering 

and data analysis.  They did not even share a common understanding of the purpose of 

the DRA2/SSDRA and yet they were part of the group mandating they get done once or 

twice a year.  The lack of mentioned benefits was an area of obvious communication 

breakdown between teachers and administrators, as teachers and students saw so much 

power in these types of assessments.   

Concerns about the SSDRA.  Administrators were more able to name concerns 

with the SSDRA – maybe a sign that they were open to teacher complaints.  Something 

that came up in several interviews was the time commitment asked of teachers engaged in 

one-on-one assessments.  Tom recognized that it could take two to three weeks to test all 

students and knew students not being tested often had to stay occupied with “busy work.”  

He felt the practice worked better at the secondary level where it was only administered 

to those in need of reading intervention.  Jacqueline, a principal who had given the DRA2 

and SSDRA when she was a reading teacher, believed: 
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I know the one on one assessments take an awful long time.  They’re very 

reliable, I think, but they are very stressful on the teachers because they take so 

much time if you want to do them well. 

Janie worried about whether or not all students experienced authentic instruction during 

individualized testing.  She shared, “the logistics of it, they are not minor, it’s true, 

because you don’t want the rest of the kids to have their time wasted and there are 

classroom management issues obviously.” The district could benefit from looking at a 

way to improve logistics for the SSDRA and DRA2.   

Tom was concerned by the discrepancy between STAR and SSDRA scores and 

attributed the difference to a bias towards fluency in the SSDRA test.  He was the only 

one who mentioned this concern, but he was also the only one with access to the 

information necessary for this evaluation.  These diagnostic assessments did not lead 

themselves to easy conversations about testing like the STAR data did.  Overall, I was 

surprised by how little the administrators really seemed to know about the DRA2/SSDRA 

and their commitment to use it regardless.   

Observation as assessment.  Though administrators seemed to place a higher 

value on standardized assessment, they did not completely dismiss teacher observation as 

an assessment tool.  Janie shared that the STAR points you in the right direction, but a 

teacher administered assessment confirms that:  

I don’t want to minimize the importance of classroom observation.  Teachers are 

the experts with these kids.  Just through instruction.  It’s not a standardized way 

of assessing, but when I’m diagnosing I don’t need to be standardized.  I need to 

be wise and use assessment for learning. 
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 In Janie’s mind diagnostics could help instruction but likely would not be a good source 

for system wide decisions.   

Tom showed his valuing of teachers by creating the Rubric of Reading Behaviors 

to help place students in reading intervention - a move that was met with much 

appreciation across the district.  Further, Nancy ended her interview by spontaneously 

saying: 

You can’t discount the human aspect.  You can’t.  I mean… I really do…  I still 

believe that running records and actual conference logs…  I mean I think you 

should have conference logs every time….  You can confer and confer and 

confer, kid to kid to kid. 

  This shows a respect for literacy teachers that was expressed by both literacy curriculum 

coordinators who had a unique insight into how reading classrooms worked.  All of the 

administrators interviewed did have a past connection to classroom teaching that 

reminded them of the power of learning by working with students.  The Communication 

Arts Coordinators were in a unique position to share the power of teacher observation 

with the district, and students and teachers would likely benefit if they did.   

Problems with Assessment 

The administrators were not blind to problems with assessment practices.  Janie 

and Fred felt that problems were more likely to arise whenever schools tried to make a 

test do more than it was intended to do or when the district tried to use the same 

assessment for multiple purposes.  Janie appreciated the need for data when making 

decisions about adolescents, but argued, “ideally you don’t use a single number to decide 
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about putting a student in a reading class or reading intervention.”  Danger can come 

from reducing a child to a score or from stretching the purpose of an assessment.     

Tom and Fred talked about the challenge of obtaining an accurate picture of what 

students are capable of if they lacked motivation with the assessment.  Tom attributed 

some of the motivation issues to the mismatch between real world reading, which is 

usually intentional and self-directed and reading assessments, which are forced.  He 

believed, “These are texts that I wouldn’t have necessarily picked myself unless someone 

had forced me to do it.”  Students do not always put their full effort into tasks or text they 

do not value.  Therefore, the assessment may only give a small picture of what a child 

can do with any given text.    

Problems also stem from lack of action based on scores. While talking about 

assessment scores Janie said: 

Hopefully what happens to these scores is people use them, use them in a very 

formative way.  Unfortunately, often what happens is maybe nothing… just 

turning in our scores and thinking, “that’s a waste of time” or it just gets used for 

grading. 

These concerns stem from what happens when teachers do not share the same value or 

purpose with the assessment as those dictating them do.   

 Nancy explained how percentile ranks fall short because a score “does not 

necessarily guide instruction – that’s just a where are they performing holistically.”  Tom 

shared a similar sentiment when saying a single score, “just tells me that we’ve got a 

problem… but what IS the problem?”  When the scores lack meaning they are just one 

more way to label a child or one more burden placed on teachers.    All of these 
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comments speak to the shortfalls of assessments.  Administrators outlined high hopes and 

multiple purposes for assessment, but they go on to describe ways that assessments 

ultimately can disappoint.   

Ambivalence towards testing.  Like all other interviewed groups, some 

ambivalence came up in administrator assessment commentary.  After saying that 

assessment should never be localized due to the propensity for bias and inflated scores, 

Fred shared, “That would be my dream assessment – that they don’t know that they’re 

being assessed.  It’s just part of the learning.”  The kind of problem solving set up he 

went on to describe would require a lot of classroom teacher control and execution would 

hardly be standardized.  Jacqueline, like many others, did not see scores as representative 

of the total child and yet expressed a deep desire to see her building scores go up.  She 

also shared that she got very little from a fluency score after saying the ideal assessment 

would include a fluency component.  Nancy said that assessments are not really worth 

anything until the teacher interprets the score but then worried significantly about 

inconsistent scoring when done by individual teachers.   

In a more global way, Tom described the problem with a commitment to 

assessment perfectly when he stated:  

It’s, I mean I think it’s going to be a challenge for any assessment to do that… I 

mean in definition they are sort of in opposition to each other.  We are trying to 

create a standardized format, uh, that we can kind of compare students against 

each other.  And the only way we can do that is to try to make it standardized, and 

yet at the same time we know that no one can read the text in exactly the same 
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way.  And so, there is this tension…  so I think that is just a fundamental problem 

with reading assessment period.   

Tom is describing the paradox paramount in any literacy assessment.  Even though most 

adults recognize inherent problems in trying to measure the complex process of reading 

in a way that takes individuals into account, society still remains committed to finding 

some way to rank readers.  School traditions require it.  Because literacy assessment is so 

steeped in school traditions it often goes unquestioned, despite the tension surrounding it 

(Berger & Luckman, 1966).  Much of what happens in school happens largely because 

that’s what schools have always done.   

How Administrators Talk About Literacy  

The administrator views on assessment can be better understood in the context of 

their beliefs about literacy which show how complicated the reading process is and the 

disconnect between beliefs about reading and assessment practices.   

Administrators recognize the complicated process of reading.  I asked each of 

the administrators to define their philosophy of how reading works.  This was probably 

the question that caught most administrators off-guard, however, all were able to 

articulate some components they felt crucial to the reading process.  Janie gave this 

answer, “We know that the National Reading Panel has the five components of reading – 

phonemic awareness, phonics, vocabulary, comprehension, there’s another one I’m not 

remembering…” She explained that problems with literacy arise when any one of these 

components is missing from a child’s skill set.  She celebrated the district investment in 

Reading Recovery as an exceptional first grade program to help with difficulties in “skill 

development.”  (Fred also stressed the importance of tweaking early literacy acquisition.  
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He felt problems here were responsible for much of the reading failure in higher grades).  

No one else had quite such a ready response as did Janie; however, all did similarly paint 

reading as a complicated process.  

 Nancy and Jacqueline focused on how reading breaks down into fluency and 

comprehension with an overemphasis often placed on fluency.  Nancy said that reading is 

so much more than decoding words and that you can measure decoding through “error 

analysis” but, “how do you measure what is going on in someone’s head.”  Nancy was 

quick to share a story of a student who could decode almost perfectly with very little 

comprehension.  Jacqueline had a very similar story from when she was in the classroom.  

She shared:  

I was giving a reading test to an ELL student once. It was the SSDRA. We were 

on the inferential questions after the story I'd read. It was just like fireworks went 

on because I finally understood. It was finally so evident in black and white to me 

that the student was such a fluent reader and had no comprehension or inferential 

reasoning at all.  

They had just gotten by and they were smart enough to get by. They were smart 

enough to have conned their way through, but they couldn't con their way through 

the comprehensive and inferential questions at the end. They just had nothing, but 

they were so fluent. If it hadn't hit home to me by then, that was again, fireworks, 

oh my gosh, can't believe it. 

This realization emphasized by both women is not always held by the general public.  

When many people think about reading in schools it is not uncommon to place an 

overemphasis on fluency and therefore place a large portion of students in reading 
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intervention because of fluency issues.  Likewise, schools can miss a student who reads 

fluently but cannot comprehend.  In a recent study by Applegate, Applegate and Modla 

(2009) it was found that one-third of readers rated very proficient at oral reading could 

not comprehend grade level text at high levels despite being flagged as proficient readers 

by their teachers.    It is important to distinguish between fluency and comprehension.  

Tom dug the furthest into the complicated process of reading.  He reported that he 

defined reading “fairly liberally” believing that a text is “any sort of manmade attempt at 

communication.”  He explained that a reader decodes these texts using culture, 

pragmatics and semantics to arrive at “making meaning” using background knowledge - 

dependent on context.  He named Louise Rosenblatt’s Transactional Theory of Reading 

(1978) and described: 

We all approach that text, bringing um, sort of our own experiences up until that 

time.  So it’s going to be relative based on that individual moment of time and ah, 

what’s happening contextually in my life.  What am I bringing to the table? And 

every person is going to bring something different because of that.  So you’ve got 

all of that going on.  You’ve got at the same token though, you’ve got sort of craft 

and, you know, kind of what did the creator of the text put into it. And so there 

are different techniques and ways you can try to make your message…even 

though we know everyone is bringing their own things to the table, there are 

certain things that I can do to try to influence the way that it is read.  And so 

you’ve got kind of that happening simultaneously.   

Tom’s quote truly communicates the complication involved in what can be seen as one of 

the simplest and most basic of skills.  All of the background knowledge and processes of 
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the reader are interacting with all the author brought to the writing of the text.  When a 

child struggles with any given piece, so much could be breaking down in the reading 

process.  It is hard to diagnose reading ability with a quick glance.  These varied answers 

show just how complicated reading is to define, and therefore, to assess.  

Administrators emphasize the role of motivation.  Another component of 

reading philosophy that came up was the role of motivation, purpose and action.  Though 

reading is often seen as a passive act, deep comprehension is transformative in some way.  

Nate really emphasized the role of motivation as demonstrated when he shared that 

reading breaks into practical strategy and motivation and “kids who are not doing well in 

reading usually hate reading.”  He explained that strategy work only gets you so far and:  

They seem to go hand-in-hand and we can teach them all the strategies in the 

world, but getting them motivated, to really apply themselves at an area that's 

hard, I think is where you find the biggest key. And, so, one of the things our 

reading teachers really do, is they really try to push kids into a lot of choice, a lot 

of opportunities to explore, say... you know, the key is we want you reading at 

this level, what’s the topic is not as important. Teaching kids to discover what 

kinds of texts are going to peak their interest, and you know, it doesn't matter 

whether it's a comedy or a murder mystery or whatever it is, you know, as long as 

it's something that relates to the kids then you’re much more prone to get them to 

reading and then, uh... the practice, more than anything, is going to get you the 

success in improving your level, in my opinion.  
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Reading is deeply personal and a large portion of that involves the motivation that stems 

from interest. This was prominent in student interviews and Nate honed in on it.  

Exploring this further presents promise for assessment and instruction.   

Connected to this is the role of purpose and meaning making.  The reader has to 

be aware that the purpose is to derive meaning. Jacqueline shared: 

I believe the purpose of reading is to make meaning and from that meaning to go 

a step further and generate thinking and reflection… It’s that jump between 

syllable by syllable, word by word, sentence by sentence to generate meaning…  I 

want them to be able to do something with their reading. 

 It was important to her that the information gained from text move the person forward 

somehow.  Meaning is at the center of this experience.  More meaningful assessments 

could provide more meaningful purpose.   

Tom also stressed purpose and motivation but also highlighted the importance of 

students being able to read well when someone else provided the text or purpose.   He 

believed students need to be nudged a little bit to find balance between self-selected and 

assigned texts.  Adult life is full of comprehension tasks one might not eagerly choose.  

This complicates the role of student choice and purpose during assessment.   

Administrators’ philosophies connect to dream assessments.  In an ideal 

assessment one’s philosophy of reading will manifest in the task being performed and 

measured.  When asked to describe an ideal assessment, administrators had powerful 

insights about what could really help students and teachers while also describing 

practices different (sometimes vastly different) than actual practice.   
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Fred saw reading as problem-solving and described an ideal assessment as being 

one in which students had to make sense of some sort of information.  He wanted 

assessments where students were aware of the purpose, made connections, and used 

background knowledge in settings where they were not even aware they were being 

assessed.  He felt that this should not happen separate from instruction, yet the stop 

instruction and assess model was a common practice at multiple points throughout the 

year in this district. 

Tom said the ideal assessment would be timely and “reflective of real world 

literacy.”  It should include interdisciplinary components and be tied to the real world.  

Tom felt a multi-faceted assessment could better diagnose precisely what a child needs.  

The STAR did not live up to this ideal as it gave 36 different quick snippets of text 

(sometimes only a sentence at a time) instead of cohesive text that a reader could use to 

build comprehension over the course of the passage.   

Tom knew the importance of background knowledge in testing situations and 

wanted to seek ways to accommodate for different pools of background knowledge.  He 

was concerned with how “these assessments that we are talking about have a more 

limited view of literacy than what I’ve just described.”  He felt that test designers could 

not completely mitigate bias but that they could offer some instruction or even a video to 

supply the background knowledge necessary to comprehend a piece of text.  The 

assessment creator could predict holes in background knowledge and attempt to fill them 

for the test being taken.  Students who lack school background knowledge or cultural 

experiences with a topic may be destined to score lower despite reading ability in other 

contexts, and Tom believed ideal assessments would account for this.   
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Janie felt there was no such thing as a single dream assessment because the 

quality of the assessment always depends on the purpose.  She said, “Tools that are good 

for screening may not be good for diagnostics.”  This comment implied that ideal 

assessment practices would involve multiple tools and multiple measures.  Luckily the 

district did use multiple measures to place students in reading intervention, but only the 

STAR test showed up on building and district report cards.   

Jacqueline stressed the importance of as assessment that accounted for both 

fluency and comprehension when stating:  

In the dream assessment ... I believe that fluency's important… like that ELL 

student. If you're a fluent reader out loud, hopefully you'll be a fluent reader in 

your inner voice. That will take down a barrier for you for comprehension, then 

inferential thought and then reflection. I still believe that fluency's important. I 

believe that comprehension's important because that ELL reader, I had no idea 

that they weren't comprehending, but obviously the inferences and the 

connections and the questions and the reflections are most important. You need 

that foundation in everything else until you can get to that point. 

This speaks to the importance of a multi-faceted assessment tool and of the importance of 

using experiences with students to help shape views on learners and learning.  More 

attention to actual work with actual students would help improve the assessment process.   

When asked about the dream assessment Nancy began questioning the possibility 

of truly measuring comprehension.  She shared, “Reading is so hard to measure because 

it’s such a process…  I don’t think you can measure what is going on in a kid’s brain.”  

She later became concerned about the fact that reading involves so many strategies and 
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processes working together that issues cannot really be singled out by assessments or 

addressed by instruction that tries to reduce reading to one strategy at a time. Whether 

inherently present or discovered through the interview as conversation, administrators 

seemed to be aware of the tension between what we believe about literacy and the current 

constraints of traditional literacy assessment.   

Administrator Perceptions of School and Schooling 

 Though this research is at its core about assessments and how they play out in the 

lived experiences of actors in school settings, I was also curious about what I could learn 

about school organizations in general as revealed through assessment – a common goal of 

Institutionalized Ethnography.   

How administrators talk about teachers.  As I reread interviews of 

administrators I became keenly aware of how rarely they talked about students.  Instead 

they talked about teachers.  This makes sense as teachers are the shepherds of students 

and administrators are the shepherds of teachers.  I became curious regarding how I could 

characterize administrative conversation about teachers.  

Building principals nurture teachers.  The conversation among building 

principals regarding teachers was especially positive.  This made me view the principals 

in many ways as the parental caretaker of those who worked in their building.  They 

wanted to celebrate the teacher successes and support them in what felt like 

shortcomings.   Mary showed her deep concern for teachers and teacher needs when she 

said: 

When we got scaled back and lost our literacy coaches and all of that, it really 

impacted what we asked our teachers to do.  Again, I am a huge supporter of 
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teachers and not putting more and more on them, and to try to work smarter 

instead of harder. 

This same desire for support was felt by Jacqueline; she wanted to give teachers whatever 

tools and assistance they needed to do their job well.  She also had a clear respect for and 

trust in her teacher leaders explaining that her faith in her literacy specialist allowed her 

not have to think so much about reading assessments.  She knew her teachers with strong 

literacy backgrounds could tell her what needed to be done.  Nate was really proud of his 

staff as one that supported literacy so he wanted to shape professional development in a 

way that would allow them to use their commitment to the school’s advantage.  These 

administrators presented as proud and caring parents when teachers were celebrated for 

sharing accomplishments and cared for by having their needs met.   

 Curriculum coordinators as critical supporters.  The curriculum coordinators 

who had the unique combination of knowing their subject really well while also having 

logged hours in literacy classrooms across the district were a little more critical of 

teachers.  Nancy expressed frustration with knowing teachers were “bloating” scores on 

literacy assessments in the spring.  Her exasperated voice shared, “It’s not like we are 

slapping you on your hand.  It’s just… be honest and let us know where they truly are.”  

Nancy also felt that some teachers had tendencies to score too high even after seeing 

anchors.  They were too positive when it came to their own students.   

Tom was also concerned about teacher inaccuracy in scoring.  He found there to 

be too much variance in teacher scores on The Rubric of Reading Behaviors.  He felt 

some teachers decided if they wanted a child in reading or not and then manipulated the 

rubric to make that happen.  As he looked at the inconsistency in scoring or the repetition 
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of certain scores by some teachers he reflected, “this meant to me that they weren’t 

necessarily as concerned about the individual questions as they were the total score.  

They were fudging.”  Tom’s solution was to approach teachers the following year with 

this instruction, “fill these out honestly, but I’m not going to tell you what they mean just 

that they do mean something.”  He was also concerned that teachers at the secondary 

level did not have a very good handle on individual reading ability due to the lack of 

independent reading and the propensity for teaching whole class novels in the upper 

grades making it hard for them to weigh in on assessments meant to gather strengths and 

weaknesses of individual readers.   

Tom talked about his desire to obtain teacher buy-in but said that sometimes 

teachers also have to be nudged a little because change is hard.  There seemed to be a 

desire among curricular coordinators for teachers to rise to be the best they can be but 

sometimes they felt they knew what a teacher needed more than the teacher did.  In this 

sense, this is also not dissimilar to the parenting dynamic.  

 At the same time, the curricular coordinators seemed uniquely aware of how 

much was asked of teachers in their content area and the capacity they had to make a 

difference for students.  Nancy explained how teachers were so overcommitted they 

hardly had time to come together and engage in the PLC process.  She wished that a 

group of teachers could gather around to watch a struggler read and problem solve 

together how to help that student.  Nancy knew they had the knowledge to do so and that 

the use of this knowledge would give assessments meaning.  Tom believed that the 

reading teachers really were some of the best teachers in the district and were well loved 

by students even when those students were not thrilled about placement in reading 
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intervention.  He worried about the demanding nature of teaching reading intervention.  

He shared, “You have someone who’s really good at it, but the downside is that they can 

really feel ostracized.  Frankly, they may even burn out a little bit if that’s the only thing 

they’re doing all the time.”  Their demand of the best from teachers did not downplay 

their compassion and pride in them or their desire to provide them support.   

How administrators talk about students.  Inevitably students did come up in 

administrator interviews.    Though there was not nearly as much time spent focused on 

students during our conversations together, it quickly became clear to me that 

administrators cared deeply about students and student outcomes.   

 Giving students what they need.  Nancy lit up when she talked about students and 

positively shared, “Oh my gosh!  Teaching kids how to read and write was just… it was 

just like nothing else.  It really was.  And watching them click and get it, and oh…  was 

just fabulous!”  Later she talked about how her goal was always to “accelerate the kid” or 

provide a personal growth model for each child.  Fred offered his deep desire to help 

students achieve and how assessment is intricately tied to that desire:   

We can take students 3rd grade math or communication arts score and we can 

predict how well they’re going to do on the ACT if they take it. That’s not a good 

thing, the trajectory of that. If they’re below basic in 3rd grade, the trajectory is 

not good…  Clearly people are working hard and they’re trying to do things. 

What we need to be doing is looking at that trajectory and say what can we do to 

make that not be the story. We need to prove that wrong in a positive way without 

losing it for the kids that are doing okay. That’s an entirely different way of 
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thinking about data than what we’ve historically done. It’s a good thing and 

exciting thing but only if we keep it in that frame that we’re trying to help kids. 

This desire to improve outcomes for all students was present in all of the interviews in 

one way or another.   

 Administrators want careful consideration given to intervention placement.   

This passion for students showed up in conversation about placement in reading 

intervention.  Sometimes concern for students came in the strong desire to make sure they 

were not placed in reading if they did not belong there.  Marie said, “If they don’t need 

reading- get them out.”  Jacqueline also wanted to make sure students always received 

the right programming whether it be intervention when needed or the freedom to choose 

their elective whenever they no longer did.  She shared: 

When I get that information, I immediately think: are we serving this kid how we 

need to serve them?  Are they in the right class? Are they getting the right 

intervention? If they're below reading level, what interventions have we given 

them before and what do we need to do to soup up that reading level and get them 

closer to reading on level? 

 Furthermore, as a past reading teacher herself, Jacqueline spoke about how important 

opportunity was for students in reading intervention.  She believed, “I think ‘reading 

kids’ need enrichment too.  Sometimes we think they only need intervention, but that’s…  

they deserve some enrichment.”  Nancy, too, placed a lot of emphasis on moving students 

into choice electives as soon as absolutely possible.  Administrators seemed aware that 

being in reading class had some curricular consequences.  It was clear that these 
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administrators were adamant that a child have access to what they needed and deserved 

once identified as a struggling reader. 

 Tom, who was more directly connected to the reading intervention placement had 

a better awareness of specific consequences.  He recognized that there might be a stigma 

placed on students who had to take reading intervention.  He also recognized that 

historically students were mistakenly placed in reading intervention due to poor behavior 

or failing grades with little true understanding of their actual reading competence. The 

second was something he was openly working to fix.  Both concerns show empathy for 

students. 

Administrators were critical of students.  At the same time, there was some 

critique of students as they were at times seen as the biggest enemy to their own success.  

Fred explained how he did not think students were capable of understanding exactly how 

much was at stake regarding their future when it came to school performance.  He said, 

“Helping them understand that and understand the role that they themselves have to play 

is a big thing.”  Fred did not think many struggling students (whom he DID recognize as 

“historically disenfranchised”) really understood test results.  He believed students often 

underplayed poor test scores or failed to identify with them as accurate representations of 

ability.  In Fred’s opinion, “They’re protecting themselves in essence from the 

disappointment as opposed to shifting and say(ing) what do I need to do differently to 

play this game.”  Though Fred wrote this off to an unwillingness to take responsibility for 

learning, it could also be a form of Stigma Management (Goffman, 1963; Meisenbach, 

2010).  
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 Nancy expressed similar frustration with students when she explained how some 

students just did not want to do the reading work necessary for success.  She listed a 

variety of concerns with students including motivation, not having a strong school 

vocabulary, a desire for instant gratification, and an unwillingness to interact with adults 

the way students did in the past.  In her listing of these concerns she implied that some of 

the responsibility of fixing these things had to fall on the shoulders of students.   

Tom felt that there was virtually no consequence for students with poor 

assessment scores.  He appreciated that students do better on tests if “they have an 

extrinsic motivation to want to succeed at academics” which means they have to buy in to 

the assessment.  This also puts ownership on students.  He suggested creating a sense of 

urgency for improvement in students while dispelling the myth that there are good and 

bad readers.  In Tom’s mind, the potential negative of being placed in reading 

intervention might be a powerful motivator to encourage best performance on 

assessments and that straight-forward and honest (even if harsh) conversations could help 

students and parents realize the urgency of the literacy problem.  In many ways, these 

threads show that administrators keep students’ best interests at heart.  They are just not 

always sure students are keeping their own best interests at the forefront.  This attitude 

shows a somewhat limited view of why students struggle; many do want to get better but 

have significantly more to overcome as students.   

Power and Agency at the Administrative Level 

 While talking to the administrators some themes centering around power 

emerged.  It was clear that those in positions of power had varying perceptions about the 
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agency they had.  Expressions of power demonstrated that many decisions in the district 

came with a top down leadership approach despite beliefs in shared leadership. 

Administrators report a belief in shared leadership.  Nate, among others, 

argued for a shared leadership approach instead of a top down approach.  He stated: 

What I feel like would sometimes be more valuable would be if they would give 

opportunity to foster some of that communication before a decision is just 

arbitrarily made…  you know you can have a variety of opportunities for valuable 

input.   And, you know, I believe a lot in, you know, shared leadership…  I think 

that even when people don’t get…  it doesn’t end up being exactly what the way 

that they wanted, I think people feel valued and take a lot more ownership of the 

program when they’ve had the opportunity to really share genuine input that was 

really considered. 

Nancy echoed these sentiments when she described garnering input from the teachers 

who actually give the assessments when selecting the best ones.  Tom explained that 

while he often tells those he oversees, “This is what we are doing,” he tries to build grass 

roots consensus among teachers regarding assessment as they have the power to 

implement assessment practices with fidelity.  Fred explained how strength comes from 

garnering different perspectives when he said, “Part of the understanding is that the 

teacher has a different set of needs than say the principal than the district administrator.  

We have to identify those different needs because each of those will have different ways 

of measuring.”  This quote helped show the value of seeing something from various 

stakeholders’ perspectives.  Nate elaborated even further by discussing how the 
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administrators may come up with “the next greatest thing” in assessments but if teachers 

do not embrace it the goals of the assessment will not be achieved.  He shared:  

Whenever you're looking at any type of assessment... I think different groups are 

going to have different perspectives…  and we all have different ways we are 

framing things. And I think that is one of the things is that a district perspective is 

coming from one point of view. And administrative is another. And then teacher 

perspective is another… all perspectives need to be considered… There's always 

differences there in perceptions and I think any time an organization as large as 

our district is, you're going to have a lot of different perspectives and… I don't 

think you're ever going to, you know, come to a point where you're going to have 

all the people agree. But, I do think you have to try look at it from different 

perspectives and… I feel like would sometimes what would be more valuable 

would be if they would give opportunity to foster some of that communication… 

Nate seemed to articulate what most administrators felt; though there seemed to be some 

concern that the fast pace of schooling prevented shared decision making all seemed to 

value it as a goal.  It is the best way to guarantee the best is done for students and that 

programs are implemented well across the district.   

Assessment decisions reveal a top-down leadership approach.  When asked 

who was responsible for decisions about which assessments to use, Janie revealed: 

(I’m) very active in that.  I guess it’s ultimately my decision, together with the 

Assistant Superintendent’s for Elementary or Secondary Education.  Needless to 

say we rely heavily on the expertise of our teachers, our teacher leaders in the 

case of this topic… so I guess in that capacity I have the ultimate decision, but the 
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decision of which assessments is very much collaborative, and rely on the people 

who will make them work. 

She went on to explain how she seeks feedback from the buildings to understand the 

reality of implementation.   

 Despite this perception that those in other leadership positions were consulted for 

assessment decisions, those in lower ranking administrative positions described a 

different experience.  Nancy, a curriculum coordinator felt the SRI (Scholastic Reading 

Inventory) which the district had used for almost ten years was pulled without any input.  

Marie, the principal at Harrison Junior High felt the same frustration at the pulling of the 

SRI alongside the removal of literacy coaches from the junior highs.  She stated: 

I was a little disappointed whenever they basically said we were stopping that (the 

SRI).  I felt like it was a very good tool… basically I was very confident because 

that’s when we had the support of literacy coaches.  The literacy coaches helped 

communicate where the kids were. 

Throughout her interview, Marie lamented the loss of both the information the SRI gave 

and the help literacy coaches gave in using that data.  In a more general sense, Nate, the 

principal at Walker Junior High, felt a lack of input in assessment decision-making.  He 

shared, “Basically, they say ‘this is what we’re doing.’  It’s not a matter of ‘what 

assessments do you think we should utilize?’  We kind of hear after the fact.”  He felt this 

was even exemplified in logistics as basic as which days you could give the assessment 

which was dictated by central office.  Those further down the hierarchy felt little control 

in choosing assessments.   
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Parents have a relatively small impact on decision-making.  Two 

administrators brought up parent reactions to assessment.  Nancy explained that parents 

cannot really understand tests until we interpret them for them.  She felt parents lacked a 

knowledge of the system. Tom explained how this lack of knowledge can lead to 

frustration or misunderstanding for some parents.  He told the story of an angry parent 

who contacted him after her child was placed in reading intervention.  This parent felt the 

teacher was vindictive and scored her child low as a form of punishment.  This parent 

was adamant that his or her child not be in reading intervention.  The parents do have the 

ultimate power to pull a child out of reading intervention, but many are not even aware 

this option exists.  Parents were always a potential concern, but most often they did not 

play much of a role in the decision making process.  

Parents of students on IEP’s were a little more informed than regular ed parents 

because the IEP process requires that parents come in for a meeting where student skills 

are discussed so the group can create goals together.  This speaks to the power of 

communicating with all stakeholders about assessment and goals for students.   

The board (mentioned scarcely) and parents almost seemed to have a phantom 

power.  Without much action or talk, the looming presence of it lingered in the 

background as decisions were being made.  In a sense, the board was a representation of 

the public commitment to assessment which has a power which would require much 

more digging.   The public’s belief in standardized assessment and comfort in test scores 

can be tied to much of the assessment decision making in any district. 

Unique agency at the administrative level.  Agency is defined as one’s ability to 

impact his or her environment.  It addresses the autonomy to make decisions as well 
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(Smith, 2005).  Interviews with administrators revealed that they had agency, and it 

manifested in their ability to seize opportunities and change the course of the district in a 

variety of ways.  Some of these decisions were about building-level supports put in place 

to aid teachers and/or students.  Nate explained how he began stacking his junior high 

building with literacy experts as they prepped for the move to the middle school model 

which would show a decrease in instructional time focused on literacy.  Marie shared 

how she worked to give reading teachers an extra supervision hour to handle all the 

paperwork and assessment tied to the job.  Marie added, “It was like, ‘oh my gosh! We 

have to have a supervision hour.  We’ve got to support the reading teachers in regard to 

doing these assessments.’”   These are clear examples of building principals using their 

agency to support teachers.  

Tom explained how he built the language arts staffing structure so that lots of 

support and people were devoted to reading intervention in an attempt to keep 

intervention class sizes around 10-12.  He further changed the assessment and reading 

intervention placement system as described here: 

I wanted a more systematic process.  I still am not 100 percent comfortable with 

the assessment measures that we have.  I think each one of them is somewhat 

flawed.  I DO think they’re the closest thing we have for getting an accurate 

picture; much more so than other things like GPA, or just a pure gut reaction for 

the teacher. 

Under his leadership the district moved from placement based on DRA2/SSDRA scores 

to the three-assessment approach which included a STAR score, The Rubric of Reading 

Behavior filled out by the teacher and a DRA2 or SSDRA score.  Tom was also able to 
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change district practice when he pushed to remove DRA2 testing of every middle school 

student and limited it to those who scored low on the STAR as a screen.   

Similarly, Nancy made some sweeping and beneficial changes to the assessment 

process after a year of observations when she was new to the job of curriculum 

coordination.  She explained how she asked that elementary teachers be really tight on 

the spring testing and to strive for an accurate independent reading level so that teachers 

in the fall could count on that data as they began instruction.  In the past, teachers would 

sometimes inflate spring scores to show growth.  Nancy used her position to assure 

teachers not to be concerned with judgment due to reading levels.  This change allowed 

teachers to jump into teaching as opposed to leading the new school year with 

assessment.  She and Tom also worked together to help students move out of reading 

intervention as soon as possible despite a previous policy of needing to test on grade level 

for a full year before release from intervention.  She offered: 

Our district folks shared with Tom how a kid gets out of reading intervention.  It 

made me sick to my stomach.  Because I thought, you have to have two years of 

being proficient.  And I was just like, no.  You know what, if you are proficient 

today, I’m going to see the counselor. 

 Her view was student-based as she shared her goal of getting students into electives of 

choice as soon as possible.  Teachers often have similar views about the assessment and 

placement process, but their roles do not offer them the authority to make decisions such 

as this.  All of the decisions listed showed how an administrator can see a problem or 

have a goal and cause change accordingly.  This change can ripple through a whole 

school and often the whole district. This is agency.   



 132 

 Tom helps illuminate how the administrators are often best situated to make 

decisions such as the ones described because of where they sit in the organization.  He 

feels that administrators have a “physical distance” from the student and a more global 

perspective that allowed them to be more willing to be impartial about what a student 

needs.  He further shared:  

I also think some of it might be that … maybe this is just the ego of 

administration creeping in, too … but I think some of it might be that we feel we 

know a little more, not about the kid, but about the intervention itself. In other 

words, I know the research on the time you need to spend reading, if you’re really 

going to make gains, if you’re really going to catch up … we’ve done lots of 

research on why is literacy so important.  Not to say that individual teachers 

haven’t, but some have, some haven’t.  I also know more, especially for those 

levels where kids are going to be moving…  I think the administrators are largely 

the only ones who have any idea how those systems are different in different 

buildings, or different levels. While the parent and the student, and at times the 

teacher, see it purely on the personal level… They’re looking at it, and they’re 

seeing it as, “This is a stigma,” or “This is something that’s bad for this kid.”  

We’re looking at it and saying, “Maybe that’s true, but if not, what’s the result 

going to be … the long-term result?”  I think by nature the teacher really is just 

focusing on them in the moment.  They’re not necessarily going to follow up with 

that kid, either, after next year.  While they feel very close and connected to the 

kid right now, they’re really just thinking about, “What does next year have in 

store for them?”   
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Tom explains how the global perspective afforded to administrators sometimes helps 

them know what is best for students in a different way.  His response echoed the passion 

all administrators had for students and how this was a guiding force in decisions they 

made.  They felt entrusted and capable to do what was best for the community, which 

includes teachers and students.   

Administrators see power as linked to accountability.  Intricately connected to 

power was the theme of accountability that was woven throughout the interviews with 

administrators. Fred explained: 

The accountability piece in all reality is the district is accountable to the state…  

we’re also accountable to the public.  Accountability in general takes a negative 

connotation but if we do it right… it informs us and helps us make better 

decisions, maybe redirects our attention to some other things for the students. 

Similarly, when asked if she felt pressure in terms of assessment scores Janie revealed: 

Quite a bit…  The (reading) data are on our website.  They get reported to the 

Board of Education at least annually.  Certainly they figure into state 

accountability.  I think that’s all fine actually because that is what the taxpayers 

are paying us to do.  They’re paying us to educate their kids. 

In this sense accountability is framed as doing one’s best to serve showing that it does not 

always have to have a negative connotation.  

 Every administrator mentioned the scorecards personally tied to building 

principals and superintendents used to measure their performance based on assessment 

scores.  However, when asked if any real consequences were attached to these scores 

people replied with a simple or even surprised, “no” or “not really.”  Nancy talked about 
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the high pressure she sees among principals to present this scorecard despite the fact that 

nothing really happens with them. The superintendents did have to plan strategy with the 

board around the scores, but no punishments occurred due to areas of weakness.  Fred 

questioned whether or not this was a good thing.  When asked if there are consequences 

for low scores he said, “I think it really depends on the situation.  I think in some cases 

nothing.  I’m not saying that’s a good thing.”  Regardless, a lot of the fear attached to 

performance became fear of what I called “a paper tiger.”  This was often tied to fear of 

an unnamed “they.”  It implies another power much harder to be seen – the power of 

grand narratives about schooling and assessment that demand that students are measured 

and ranked comparatively.   

Teachers seemed more emotionally tied to scores and student performance than 

any administrator did.  They talked more about performance at the individual level.  They 

seemed to feel more of a personal failure due to low scores.  Perhaps the most 

enlightening assessment quote came from Tom when he said, “I mean absolutely you feel 

more of an accountability to that individual (student).  And the further you get removed 

from that individual I think the more insulated you get from that.”  Scorecards and 

numbers on pages are abstractions of individual buildings, individual classrooms and 

individual children (Hayakawa & Hayakawa, 1990).  This changes what scores mean to 

different stakeholders and the emotional connection felt regarding those scores.  

Teachers, closer to the students, feel more emotionally involved and more accountable, 

while administrators, farther away, may feel less accountable. It ties back to the notion 

that administrators think with a systems mindset over individuals.   
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Administrators report no desire to evaluate teachers using assessment scores.   

Despite this emphasis on accountability it was clear that the administrators did not see 

value in judging individual teachers on student performance as made evident by 

standardized test scores.  Tom said he couldn’t see scores ever being used in a high stakes 

way to measure teacher performance.  Janie said, “It is so important that we use 

assessment data collaboratively and not judgmentally.”  Jacqueline attributed this 

unwillingness to judge teachers based on reading scores to the understanding that so 

many factors tie into student performance.  She shared:  

I don’t want to say the reading scores don’t matter, but the reading scores are so 

based on the totality of that student’s life…  Because there’s so much involved 

it’s almost like we’re not held accountable for them. 

Nancy, an administrator with strong ties to special education was especially offended by 

the notion of measuring teachers based on student performance.  She worried it would 

keep teachers from wanting inclusion classrooms and might drive some educators from 

the field.  She said:  

You just can’t tie student performance to teacher evaluation in a way that’s fair.  

Because again just like the reading comprehension question, what’s going on in 

your brain?   It’s same thing here…you can’t judge one snapshot in time of a kid 

on that particular day who may have had a fight with his mom before he walked 

in or may have not had any sleep the night before or doesn’t feel like taking the 

test today and fills in the wrong bubbles… (raspberry)…And now you are going 

to fire somebody from a 35,000 dollar a year job anyway.  I mean (laughing)… 

Danielle: (Laughing) …yeah 
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Nancy:  You can’t get candidates.  And now you are going to add more pressure 

to a job that is already hard to do…I just think it is very punitive.  

Nancy was very concerned about the direction the state was taking in this regard.  It 

seemed unfair and perhaps impossible.  However, the district seemed very disinterested 

in this form of accountability.     

 Other concerns were brought up in regards to what might happen if scores were 

tied to teacher evaluation.  Janie explained that assessment systems were not yet tight 

enough to be trusted in such a high stakes way.   Fred pointed out that schools might 

engage in unfair practices if schools moved in this direction.  He said:  

In terms of accountability, the state is going to want to control and have things 

fairly consistent, otherwise it’s not fair. There is gamesmanship that is going 

along. If you got to pick, you would pick something that would make you look 

better than you really were. That doesn’t help kids. 

 Nancy had actual stories of experiences with teachers who inflated scores at the end of 

the year on the DRA2 when they thought scores were tied to evaluation.  She told of a 

building principal who posted reading scores by teacher outside the door of his main 

office.  When she was a teacher in buildings like this she would change her teaching if 

she ranked low despite that being the opposite of what her struggling readers needed.  

Student performance went down when she tried to teach like someone else as did her 

comfort in the classroom.  Tying evaluations to student performance did not seem like a 

desirable or an immediate reality.  

Administrators report a slight discomfort with administrative power. Admins 

were not inherently comfortable with some of the power and control they had.  Fred said, 
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“Ironically, we do a lot of things with hope and a prayer that if it works we think we did 

the right thing.”  Tom attributed some of this on having to act quickly without adequate 

training for the full demands of the job.   He shares: 

And, uh, you know I think it is very indicative of what happens in administration.  

And here I am here, a teacher that has had background in language arts.  But you 

get thrown into an administrative position.  You don’t really get training at all.  

You, you know, most of last year was me scrambling to learn as much as I can 

and having to do that in so many areas and so many grade levels… A perfect 

example, I still haven’t seen an SSDRA administered in action.  And I want to.  I 

just either haven’t been able to make the time… But you take that and I think you 

multiply it tenfold the higher up in administration you get. Because now you have 

people that maybe even haven’t been in Language Arts before and are put in roles 

where they are supposed to know everything… you didn’t have time for sufficient 

training.  Yet you have to start acting.  

Tom’s answer shows the human struggle inherent in the lives of all administrators.  

Those interviewed clearly showed they wanted to make the best decisions for kids.  Their 

positions gave them unique power to do so.  However, they didn’t always have the 

experience, time or knowledge to make the best decisions despite being empowered to 

make them.   

Limits on administrative power.  Something interesting to note is that these 

decisions, though made at the administrative level, are ultimately carried out in the 

classrooms of individual teachers.  Often these decisions are not carried out the way 
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envisioned.  Sometimes this is due to a lack of time or people to carry out initiatives.  

Marie shared: 

It has to get down to the individual.  Again, I was more confident that it was 

happening when we had literacy coaches.  When it falls on teachers, I don’t know 

if systematically we’re able to truly keep our fingers on the pulse of students’ 

growth. 

 With no one to quickly oversee the teachers’ administration of assessments they 

sometimes were not done. Tom jokes about his lack of power made evident by the fact 

that so few buildings reported the literacy data needed to make reading placement 

decisions.  He laughed, “unless you have more of a compliance stick than I have.  I have 

virtually none.”  This single example shows how complex the negotiation of power is.   

Foucault (1998) theorized that power is not something one possesses but rather 

something that plays out in discourse and action.  It is everywhere and in constant flux 

because of push back.  Though decisions about assessment were made at the 

administrative level, administrators had to count on teachers implementing these plans 

with fidelity which teacher interviews revealed did not always happen – usually because 

teachers felt they knew better what they and students needed to ultimately improve the 

literacy of students.   

Final Reflections on Administrators and Assessment 

 Overall, I was struck by how well-intentioned administrators were.  Though their 

power could not be denied, and in some ways decisions showed contradiction with belief, 

their power was usually used in an attempt to better the lives of students.  The problem 

lied in the fact that it was sometimes hard for someone to know what was best for 
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students if not regularly interacting with students.  The administrators themselves could 

name the power of shared leadership in decision-making.  Conversations are at the heart 

of shared leadership.  These interviews showed promise in conversation as I found 

moments where the interview became a teaching tool.  In one of Tom’s interviews he 

revealed that he assumed the reason students perform better on the SSDRA than the 

STAR is that they are really good at fluency.  Since fluency counts as 50% of their score 

he assumed the fluency section inflated scores.  After the interview, I explained the 

opposite and shared stories of students who were not fluent but comprehended at high 

rates.  He was surprised and intrigued and later shared that he had not ever seen one 

administered. This is perfect example of the knowledge each party could bring to the 

table in a shared decision making model.  

 One of my favorite quotes came from Fred near the end of our conversation.  He 

shared: 

I think the average teacher sees this as another thing to do. In my mind, it’s 

because we’ve not done a good job as a system of explaining the purpose of this 

test. The result of that is still a thing to do and not a part of instruction. We don’t 

always involve teachers in some of those conversations. Often we’re moving too 

fast because we’ve got to make a decision on budget and yada yada yada. If we 

had the capacity to slow down sometimes and talk through that probably would be 

better.  

At the start of this research, and at the start of each interview, I expressed my goal of 

using these interviews as a conversation among all stakeholders.  Because we are never 

all gathered around one table, I wanted to write a virtual conversation based on answers.  
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Though we still have the need for talk back, I was pleased by how much I was able to 

learn from the administrators.  I hope conversations and shared leadership will become 

the norm in all districts.  

Summary of Chapter Five 

 Talking to administrators revealed that they saw many purposes for assessment.  

It drove much of the work of the system including how to deliver instruction, whom to 

deliver what kinds of instruction to, and what professional development was needed to 

make that happen.  Administrators assumed it was integral to the Professional Learning 

Communities model present in the district.  This strong commitment to assessment was 

present in the frequency and quantity of assessments all reportedly done with the best 

interests of students in mind.  Despite administrator concerns with a test’s ability to 

legitimately measure reading ability, the desire for a number to describe literacy ability 

made them continue assessing with standardized tests.   

 Building level administrators served as nurturers for teachers as they carried out 

assessment.  Curriculum coordinators were simultaneously critical and supportive.  When 

it came to students, they were committed to running schools so that all could achieve high 

levels of success but sometimes felt students were not on board with this goal.  

Ultimately they wanted an assessment that would help achieve this and described ideal 

assessments that tied to their philosophy of reading and yet continued conducting 

business as usual when it came to reading measurement.   

 Though administrators reportedly wanted a shared leadership approach to 

decision-making, much of the decision-making rested in the hands of central office 

administrators.  Administrators felt capable and knowledgeable to make decisions that 
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would benefit teachers and students.  When they saw a need for change they often had the 

agency to implement program shifts.  Most appreciated that bringing teachers to the table 

would enhance district practice.  Teacher perspective can be found in the following 

chapter.   
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Chapter Six 

Results of Teacher Interviews  

The teachers were perhaps the most active and knowledgeable players in the 

assessment process.  They gave the assessments to the students, collected and reported 

the assessment data, and ultimately decided for each student whether or not they needed 

reading intervention.  The interviews with teachers were intimate, detailed, and situated 

in the concrete. I interviewed four reading intervention teachers (one whom was also 

department chair), four department chairs who helped oversee the collection of data to 

place students in reading intervention (most with an even more direct reading 

intervention connection) and held focus groups at all three middle schools and all three 

junior highs (each with three and often many more teachers present).  Their responses 

reveal much about reading assessment and literacy instruction.   I began my interviews 

and data analysis with specifics about the tests they give so that we could then look at the 

act of measuring in the context of the lived experiences of actual readers with actual 

assessments to reveal how power plays out through assessment practices.  The following 

chart is a reminder of those interviewed.   
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Table 3.2 
Teachers Interviewed 
Name/Race School  Description  
Kate - White Walker Junior High  Department Chair and 

Mentor Teacher (former 
9th grade English)  

Karen - Filipino Walker Junior High  Reading Intervention 
Teacher  

Tori - White Park View Junior High  Reading Intervention 
Teacher  

Lindsey - White Park View Junior High  Department Chair and 
Former Reading 
Intervention Teacher  

Renee - White Harrison Junior High  New Reading Teacher  
Dru - White Harrison Junior High  Department Chair and 

Former Literacy Coach 
Lauren - White Taft High School  Department Chair and 

Reading Intervention 
Teacher 

Table 3.2 Teachers Interviewed 
 

Teacher Perceptions Regarding Assessment Practices 

 Teachers were very vocal about assessment in general and specific assessments 

used in the district.  It was obvious that assessments were an intricate part of their 

teaching experience.   

History of frequent changes in assessment practices.  One thing that became 

apparent to me as I talked to all teachers is that Hawkins Public Schools was a district 

that highly valued assessment data, and as a result, they were constantly adapting 

assessment practices in hopes to achieve maximum data benefits.  In several interviews 

teachers talked about moving from the SRI (Scholastic Reading Inventory) to the STAR 

(from Renaissance Learning).  There was some confusion as to why the SRI was 

abandoned.  Teachers wanted to know why it went away.  In the Walker focus group the 
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teachers discussed other districts who swapped the STAR for the SRI, which they felt 

showed there was no superior test of the two.  Kate, who was near retirement, knew that 

the district moved from the Degrees of Reading Power (DRP), to the SRI, to the STAR.  

Her longevity with the district gave her institutional knowledge of the history of 

swapping screening tools.   

Teachers revealed that these switches often did not coincide with necessary 

communication or training.  Karen requested; “Please don’t ask me a million questions 

about it because we haven’t had a lot of training on the STAR.”  She further revealed that 

she had to continually go back to an online video to know how to best utilize the STAR.  

Karen felt like teachers were more adequately trained on the SRI because its use 

coincided with the presence of lit coaches.  For the STAR her training consisted of being 

told to “just take it” to see what it was like.   

The teachers at Walker asked for more training on how to use the STAR.  They 

wished the company could come in and show them how to run reports and use them to 

inform teaching.  They appreciated that there were so many options but considered them 

ultimately worthless since no one showed them how to use them.  One teacher in the 

Walker focus group shared, “I only know what I know from a few emails and from 

playing around.”  There seemed to be a disconnect between the training of the 

administrators who had direct contact with the company providing the test and the 

training of the teachers who were further down the communication ladder.   

This is one of many examples of power being intricately linked to access to 

information.  The administrators went through excessive training when purchasing the 

test, but when it was passed on to the teachers training was lacking.  This effected buy-in 
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and implementation as the administration envisioned.  It also shows how teachers’ jobs 

were made harder because of the lack of training.  Though it was likely not the intent of 

the administrators, it was a reality teachers lived with that administrators did not appear 

to even be aware of.    

When I talked to Karen during the process of adopting the STAR, she revealed 

that she did not even know if it was a fiction or nonfiction test.  Renee was under the 

impression that the district was initially just trying out the STAR in reading intervention 

classes to see if they liked it.  However, no official teacher feedback was requested before 

the district purchased the STAR for all enrolled students.  These examples further show 

how communication issues can arise as work gets enacted across sites in organizations.  

The administrators had a working understanding of the STAR that they believed was 

implicitly passed on to teachers.  Had they taken the time to ask, it would have been clear 

that teachers did not feel adequately prepared to use the STAR well.  If literacy coaches 

had not been removed there would have been a better go between for teachers and 

administrators to cut down on communication (or lack thereof) issues.   

The Bayberry focus group talked about how ongoing changes in assessments 

caused drastic changes in procedures.  They were upset that they could not even look at 

the same students across years or evaluate program implementation because the 

assessment process was continually changing, preventing longitudinal data.  It was clear 

from conversations like this that the work of teachers was deeply impacted by assessment 

demands.  Despite concerns about the constant shift in the testing landscape and the work 

entailed, teachers did see purpose in literacy assessment.   
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Purpose of assessments.  Teachers reported a wide variety of assessment 

purposes and most often tied the purpose to knowing how to best teach each student. 

Assessments as instructional tools.  Teachers saw multiple purposes for reading 

assessments.  A primary purpose was to garner information that would help with 

instruction.  Renee felt that assessments could help her understand individual and class 

needs so she could adapt instruction accordingly.   She felt that to accomplish this 

purpose, testing should occur in the fall and spring and always come to teachers first and 

fast.  Karen reiterated the power of an assessment to show students’ strengths and 

weaknesses, allowing teachers an instructional starting point for each child, and she 

added that assessment was the jumping off point for a personal relationship with each 

student.  Lindsey agreed that assessment should be used to inform instruction and to 

explain performance and struggles.  She shared, “We make some pretty big changes 

because of the results of these tests – intervene and catch kids who are struggling – hold 

ourselves more accountable to the kids who need intervention.”  Kate talked about how 

the alarming scores on the STAR helped convince content area teachers to buy into the 

idea that all teachers needed to think about how they could use text in their classroom to 

help students read better.  Karen added that all these assessments were worthless without 

the time to analyze results and use data for planning--the ultimate purpose of assessment. 

 Assessments as communication tools.  Teachers also saw the benefit of 

assessment to allow stakeholders to communicate about students throughout the system.  

Karen pointed out the power assessments gave her when discussing students with parents.  

Lauren also spoke to the communication power across buildings as students progressed 

through grades.  She wanted to catch students earlier and intervene.  She shared, “Maybe 
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the middle schools with more reading intervention and more standardized streamlining, 

maybe the kids won’t be struggling as much when they get here.  I can hope.”   

The teachers always framed assessment in terms of helping students over 

measuring or ranking them.  Kohn (2000) discusses how the nation’s obsession with 

competition and numbers has demanded a system of winners and losers in schools.  

Every norm-referenced test demands half the group fails which does not help measure 

instruction of students.  Kohn believes that if schools are truly dedicated to success for 

all, they have to embrace measurements that give performance standard feedback.  The 

teachers seem to get this though they participate in a system that uses tests that rank.  

Teacher share lived experiences with the STAR Test.  The teachers seem to get 

that ranking students doesn’t help them much with instruction, though they participate in 

a system that uses tests that rank whenever they give the STAR test.  Despite concerns 

with the STAR test, teachers feel some comfort in the information it provides.   

STAR logistics.  At the start of the interviews, the STAR test was a relatively new 

tool initially given only to students in reading intervention, but by the final interviews it 

was being used throughout the year to screen all students to see whether or not they 

needed further consideration to determine proficiency with reading.  Lindsey called the 

test a “baseline pretest which can determine proficiency versus on-watch.”  The teacher 

focus group from Walker Junior High understood that the board wanted some sort of 

summative assessment at the end of the year to get an overall feeling about how Hawkins 

Public School was doing as a whole.  The STAR was sold as a screen to teachers and 

they repeated this purpose in interviews.  However, the STAR was used on the building 
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scorecard and was reported to the public so some contradiction between intent and use 

seems to exist.   

 As the administrators of the STAR, the teachers were able to reveal specific 

details about the giving and taking of the test including the time and resources needed.  

The test was reported to average about thirty minutes, though Renaissance learning 

advertises it as an 18 minute screen (Renaissance Learning, n.d.).Because it is a 

computer-based screen, its use required that every middle school English teacher reserve 

a computer lab three times a school year for STAR testing.  Teachers at Walker were 

concerned about how hard it was to get computer lab space.  They disliked how the influx 

of computer based tests tied up labs limiting their use for instructional purposes.  Despite 

these concerns all schools reported following the district expectations for testing.   

Teachers also knew what the test asked of students and what it provided in terms 

of information.  Renee explained how the test consists of a variety of short passages 

(about 36 in total) followed by a single multiple-choice question per passage.   Lindsey 

touched on the adaptive response feature by saying the test “sends you down a path as 

you answer right or wrong.”  Karen shared how the test results offered an independent 

reading level, grade-level equivalent and Zone of Proximal Development for each 

student.  Many teachers implied that the district does not actually look at any of that 

though.  The concern is with the norm-referenced percentile ranking.  Students who 

scored in the 25th percentile or below required further data.  It is important to note that a 

reader who gets the exact same percentile rank each year would grow one grade level 

equivalent each year, but that reader would still be in need of intervention.  Teachers did 

not report on sharing growth with the district.    
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Teachers see benefits in the STAR.  Teachers clearly saw benefits with the STAR 

test.  Renee liked that it generated “cool reports.”  Tori also focused on these reports, 

especially the speed at which she could access the reports to see immediate as well as 

longitudinal data.  Lindsey felt that it was a pretty efficient way to get a starting point for 

working with students.  Lauren, who probably appreciated the STAR the most, loved that 

it standardized things and allowed for comparisons.  She also liked that it brought in non-

fiction reading, which was completely missing from the SSDRA.  Lauren believed the 

STAR “mimics school literacy tasks needed for school success” and that “the STAR is 

hard but so is school and college.”  She liked that if a student struggled in class they 

usually struggled on the STAR and vice versa, which implied validity.  The Bayberry 

focus group also felt the STAR really backed up what they saw from students.  They 

mentioned how nice it was to have an efficient report that provided a visual results sheet 

that they could use to talk to parents.  One teacher, in particular, commented on the 

importance of the information she got from the STAR:  

I think they’re very informative. The STAR is probably the closest. It really 

surprised me because I was very skeptical when we got to get another test in for 

reading thinking, okay, here we go again, but then was surprised that it really 

mirrors fairly closely what I’m seeing in the classroom with the kids. It really can 

shock me. Giving it now over the course of several years, I still see that. 

She was pleased with its accuracy and helpfulness.  The STAR seemed to satisfy the 

desire for concrete descriptions of reading ability tied to a number.  

Teachers cite multiple concerns with the STAR.  The teachers were quick to 

mention concerns with the STAR and the pressure situation it created.  Karen did not like 
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that it was timed causing some students to struggle from the pressure of having to be fast.  

A clock actually popped up on any question that students lingered on for too long and 

then counted down until it forced the next question leaving the previous one unanswered, 

and therefore, incorrect. Students could be overwhelmed by the significance of the test 

and that could impact performance.    

Much of the concern about the STAR focused on the impact of student effort on 

results.  This came up in every individual and focus group interview session involving 

teachers.  During the Walker focus group teachers lamented the fact that students had to 

take their end-of-year STAR test after a month of state and district testing in computer 

labs with no air-conditioning days before school let out for the summer.  They felt this 

led to students simply “checking out.”  Tori shared how she thinks the nature of a 

computerized multiple-choice test gave students “clicky syndrome” - clicking something 

on each screen with little apparent thinking.    In the Valleyview Middle School focus 

group they attributed some of this with over-testing.  They felt that students got upset by 

how often they were asked to take the STAR.  Some came from elementary schools 

where they may have taken it as often as once a week. There seemed to be a unique 

student apathy that came with this computer form of reading assessment, which could 

have been the result of frequency of use or the inability to share results with students 

beyond the score.    

Kate was concerned about the anonymity and lack of human element any time a 

student completes a computerized literacy test.  She feared students thinking, “Who’s 

even going to see this?”  Her concern seemed validated by the number of students who 

did better after she conferenced with them about their scores.  This perceived lack of 
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human element could explain the students who just clicked on buttons without actually 

reading the questions described by so many interviewed teachers.  

Karen and Lindsey spoke about students actually shutting down during the STAR 

test.  Karen revealed that they “shut down the minute they see a hard question.”  When 

participating in the Walker focus group she told the story of a student who walked out of 

the test crying because she had worked so hard to grow as a reader, and her success made 

the test get harder due to the adaptive response feature.  The STAR test keeps a history of 

each student and picks up at the highest level he or she reached during the previous 

testing session and attempts to measure if students have since surpassed that level.  

Lindsey also said that kids get so frustrated when they fail to understand one question 

which is a challenge on a test that gets harder or easier as it progresses.  

Another concern came from questions about accuracy.  In the Bayberry focus 

group one teacher was concerned with a multiple-choice test being used to measure 

reading ability and did not like how the scores seemed to fluctuate all the time.  Renee 

pointed out that students scored significantly lower on the STAR than they did on the 

district generated SSDRA test.  She explained that it was not uncommon to see a student 

test proficiently on the 8th grade SSDRA and then score in the 5th grade level on the 

STAR.  Similarly, Tori discussed students who were placed as low as 3rd grade on the 

STAR despite high success with both the fluency and comprehension sections of the 8th 

grade SSDRA.  Lindsey echoed this concern that the scores just “seem too low.”  Karen, 

who also felt STAR scores were too low based on SSDRA performance, shared, “It just 

seems all over the place.  I don’t know enough about the test to trust the data I’m 

getting…  It still just feels like it’s just a number on paper.” This calls the validity of one 
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or both of the tests into question.  Teachers were left having to mentally resolve the 

discrepancy, sometimes unfairly dismissing the SSDRA because it was created by local 

teachers and graded in-house, making it suspect over a nationally used test like the 

STAR.   

Teachers use literacy knowledge to critique the STAR.  Some comments seemed 

to move beyond general concerns to actual critique.  I used the term critique to describe a 

concern that was the result of careful analysis drawing on pedagogical knowledge.  

Teachers were uniquely able to do this as it required knowledge about literacy gained 

through teacher certification requirements and assessment knowledge gained through 

frequent interactions with the tests.    

Renee worried about the skills required by the STAR test.  When asked to explain 

discrepancies among the STAR and SSDRA, Renee offered:  

I think, um, the test is...is so short, I mean it's 34 questions. And so, for some kids, 

you get them the wrong batch of questions. And I know it kinda levels them and 

norms them, but that's hard in 34 questions.  I think the type of questions is just 

different. They're not related. They are not always narratives. I know I was, I was 

peeking over a kid's shoulder just looking what the questions was. And hers was, 

if she wanted to find information about soft-shelled crabs, where should she look? 

You know, on a website...in a magazine. And so, it was, you know, it was just 

kinda a different, a different thing than the SSDRA test and I think because the 

SSDRA makes them read the whole story and they have to interact with it and 

they have to do those good reader things, I think their scores tend to be better.”   
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Renee was getting at the idea that readers tend to develop competency over the course of 

the text and have more success with narratives than informational text.  She also revealed 

the recall nature of some of the questions.  This was seen as a big problem from the other 

teachers at her school.  Questions like the one about where to find information on soft-

shelled crabs do not require reading comprehension skills but are simply a test of a prior 

knowledge.   

 This critique of individual questions became the norm at Harrison as conversation 

among concerned teachers encouraged an investigation on exactly what the STAR asked 

students to do.  At Harrison, many teachers were concerned about the vocabulary items 

and study skill questions they saw on the STAR.  During the focus group one teacher 

said, “I think it’s horrible!  The SRI was better.”  She went on to share the story of a 

recall level question about which genre a passage represented which she felt measured a 

language arts objective rather than reading ability.  They then discussed their concern that 

a student with strong reading skills, but limited knowledge of language arts objectives, 

might present as a struggling reader while someone else who inherently struggled with 

reading but “played school” well might slip through the cracks.  

Tori was concerned by the surface level thinking valued by the STAR.  She said, 

“It’s not nearly as comprehensive as the SSDRA… It’s a lot like the old SRI.  You read a 

passage and pick the word that goes best.  They don’t have to summarize, don’t have to 

mark text.”  The skills Tori focused on represent synthesis, considered by many to be the 

most complex of reading strategies. This is not something easily measured in a multiple-

choice format.  The concern with the STAR’s inability to measure the complex task of 

reading seemed like the biggest critique.   
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Conversations around the STAR reveal tension in testing.  Some of the 

comments revealed the tension in testing, relaying both a positive and negative in the 

same breath.  For example, Lindsey stressed that it was efficient but then reflected that it 

does take a whole class period.  She also stated that although some readers got frustrated 

and shut down it did seem to be a good indicator for those who gave it their best effort.  

Further, she felt that the passages were challenging (which she stated as a goal of a good 

assessment) but of low interest to readers which impacted effort.  This illustrates how 

tensions arise when a benefit creates a disadvantage, as is often the case in educational 

practices.   

Teachers felt the STAR was useful when they knew little about a student; yet they 

felt a child should never be reduced to a single score.  A tension arises here, too. When 

teachers get information prior to meeting the student, the score may come to represent the 

child.  These tensions in testing showed up in so many aspects of so many interviews.  

Testing, attitudes about testing, and opinions of any given test are always complicated.  

Recognizing these tensions could lead to deep conversations about positive outcomes for 

students and schools.  These critiques show the careful thought and professional 

knowledge and experience that teachers can bring to important conversations about 

reading assessments.    

 Teachers share lived experiences with the SSDRA.  Teachers were similarly 

vocal in regards to the SSDRA test with an overall stronger liking of it over the STAR.   

SSDRA logistics and administration.  The logistics (which were also one of the 

key disadvantages) were a large focus.  Renee explained that it usually took about three 

weeks to administer the SSDRA test to every student in a reading intervention class 
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because of the one-on-one reading component, making it take significantly longer than 

the STAR.  Because some students take up to three days to fill out the comprehension 

packet and some reading classes met every other day, she explained that sometimes three 

weeks passed from start to finish.  To make this happen the other students needed 

independent work.  While many would read, Renee revealed that others would just stare 

off into space or continually stare at the same page in a book.  It was difficult to 

adequately administer the test and manage the classroom.  If a teacher stopped to 

reprimand an off-task student, it could impact the timed fluency section. Other reading 

teachers echoed these experiences at their school.   

Some of the time commitment comes from the professional decision of what level 

to test to offer a student.   Karen shared that the SSDRA test is not given to on-level 

readers, and that it is up to the classroom teacher to decide what level test to administer to 

a student.  If a teacher does not guess right, the process of administration can take even 

longer as the student will have to take a second test one level above or below.  Renee also 

shared that no SSDRA passages exist to measure someone below 4th grade.  If a teacher 

discovers a child is not proficient at the fourth grade level, she/he must then seek out 

DRA2 protocols to engage in further testing.  Sometimes a student will have already 

taken that test in previous buildings so a paper trail must be created for all testing events.  

This creates a lot of work that only teachers can complete.   

Teachers see SSDRA benefits.  Teachers, though overwhelmed by what the 

SSDRA entails, saw clear benefits making the time investment worthwhile. Teachers 

talked about specifics they were able to gain beyond the score a STAR produces.  In 

addition to a fluency score, teachers felt it mimicked the reading comprehension process.  
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The following quote from Renee speaks to the depth and breadth of the assessment 

information offered by the SSDRA:   

The SSDRA I think gives me the best information, especially in the fall. Because 

it gives me, you know, a clear picture of their fluency.  But, the text piece, the 

comprehension part....You know...gives me an idea of some of just their retell. 

Can they find it in the text? Their inferencing, which has been a huge piece. To 

see where their gaps are in that. Um...their ability to summarize. At least a little 

bit...to see what they're thinking. And then their metacognition...the kids still are 

pretty weak on that... It just gives me a lot. Especially the inferential/literal and 

the summary part. Gives me a huge piece of what...what they can do and where 

we might need to start.  

Renee and other teachers reported feeling more buy-in with the SSDRA because they 

experienced the fruits of their labor first hand.   

The teachers reported using information from the SSDRA to actually inform 

instruction.  Karen shared: 

Here's the thing about picking up this assessment. I can get one in the mail from 

Parkview or from Harrison -  I can look at it, and I can, in the matter of five 

minutes, say, "Here are two strengths, two weaknesses of this kid, and here's 

where I would start to at least begin building a relationship and teaching them 

something." 

Furthermore, teachers reported feeling like they knew how to best help a student because 

they watched them put the effort in while individually administering the assessment.  All 

of the benefits seemed to focus on the subtleties and humanity of a diagnostic tool that 
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brings teacher and student together.  I was struck by the discrepancy by what teachers got 

from the SSDRA as compared to the STAR.   

Teachers have SSDRA concerns.  Conversations about the SSDRA test were not 

absent of concerns.  Renee was concerned with the mismatch between STAR test scores 

and SSDRA test scores.  The fact that the STAR is norm-referenced and the SSDRA is 

district created made the SSDRA suspect.  Lindsey thought the scores must be inflated 

because students scored “too high on it.”  This was not a concern before use alongside the 

STAR.  The score discrepancy caused Lindsey to reflect on how the point distribution on 

the SSDRA made it easy for a student to score proficiently despite struggling with the 

assessment.  Lauren also talked about the score mismatch and worried it lacked 

standardization because teachers graded it.  This concern revealed a lack of trust teachers 

sometimes felt in their own ability to assess students well.  They worried more about their 

SSDRA administration after comparing it to STAR scores.   

Teachers were also worried about the content of the test.  Tori disliked that there 

were only fiction passages making it hard to decide who needed help with content 

reading.  One intervention class was supposed to solely focus on students who struggled 

with reading in the content area, and they were required to participate in the SSDRA test 

(which could offer no non-fiction insight) regardless.  Karen worried that the test was so 

long that some students shut down.  Renee said some students really struggled with the 

time and effort required to write a comprehensive summary of a long passage.  Concerns 

at least show a strong understanding of the content and set-up of the SSDRA.   

 Though teacher focus groups talked very little about the SSDRA, likely because 

most participants were not a part of giving it, the middle school focus groups did have 
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strong opinions about the DRA2.  They were remembering the time when the district 

asked for a DRA score for every single student in their English class.  The teachers at 

Bayberry were passionate and frank.  One teacher began their focus group interview by 

saying, “Let’s trash the DRA2 first.”  And they did.  They went on to share concerns 

about how cumbersome it was to give and score, making it too untimely to actually help a 

teacher assist a student.  By the time the scores were compiled, Bayberry teachers felt the 

test just told them things they already knew.  They were concerned about how hard it was 

for struggling writers or how much students tuned out during the really boring passages.  

Also, they thought students were so burnt out from “the green books” (the color of 

booklets containing all the short texts used in the DRA2) during elementary school that 

they stopped giving effort by middle school.  The teachers at Valleyview echoed this.  

One teacher said:  

And then those that have to take the DRA, you know, they've been taking it since 

they were in kindergarten, first grade, whatever. They're so sick of those little 

books and they have to write the summary. And so, I think, just using those tests, 

only shows a snapshot and not really what they're capable of. And then so many 

of the kids just shut down when it comes to that. 

The teachers at Valleyview also complained about the lack of resources to help them do 

the DRA2 well with large numbers of students.  They also felt lack of communication 

caused some students to be tested using the same passages from year to year despite 

safeguards against that.  Overall, these concerns were largely heard by the district when 

curriculum coordinators removed the requirement that all students take it.  However, at 

the time of interviews, it was still being asked of all elementary students.  It seems like 
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communication between administrators and teachers can lead to positive assessment 

changes.  All middle schools seemed filled with relief by this testing change.  

The SSDRA reveals tension in testing.  The phenomenon of tension in testing 

showed up in comments about the SSDRA as well.  Renee shared that it was so long but 

so detailed, which made it helpful.  After complaining about how “time-consuming” the 

SSDRA test is (she reported it could take two to three hours per student), Lindsey 

explained how she likes the metacognitive piece which asked kids to actually use reading 

strategies and discuss the use of those strategies.   

Kate pointed out that having the teacher score the SSDRA does create a potential 

for subjectivity but it also allows for thoughtfulness on the part of the evaluator.  She 

offered an inherent tension when she shared, “the SSDRA tells a lot more and yet I would 

never dare advocate for every teacher giving it.”  A teacher in the Bayberry focus group 

shared that though he didn’t love the DRA2, he mimicked the process of giving it in 

reading conferences because he could learn so much about students from the tasks they 

are asked to perform.  Often conflict arose from the goals/ideals and the realities of actual 

classroom implementation.  Ultimately, tensions will always exist in education.  Teachers 

have to decide which tensions they can live with.  Overall, teachers seemed more pleased 

with what they gained from the SSDRA.   

Teachers use literacy knowledge to critique the SSDRA.  Just like with the 

STAR, teachers used their expertise to critique the SSDRA.  Renee was very concerned 

about how difficult some texts were to connect to.  Motivation is largely impacted by 

interest level and the texts tied to different grade levels had varying degrees of relevance 

for adolescents.  Renee even mentioned a specific text in which she struggled to make 
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even one prediction after reading, which caused her to worry about students being asked 

to follow up with three predictions.  Kate worried about the amount of background 

knowledge and varied experiences needed for success with certain SSDRA passages.  

Those with the “right” background knowledge would have an advantage.  Sometimes 

critique came in the form of suggestions.  Lindsey felt the SSDRA test would be 

improved if the teacher could swap texts and use the passages they wanted to check a 

student’s skills.   This would solve many of the motivation based on interest issues.  

Overall, there was less critique with the SSDRA likely because teachers saw a connection 

between real world literacy skills and what this assessment asked students to do.   

Antecdotals as Assessment.  The third testing measure teachers talked about 

were anecdotals or teacher observational data. Halfway through my interviews the district 

implemented use of The Rubric of Reading Behaviors, an informal tool for garnering 

teacher feedback about students (See Appendix D).  It was used as part of the placement 

process for reading intervention. Though not all teachers could weigh in on these as they 

were interviewed before the tool existed, overall impressions of those who could give 

feedback were overwhelmingly positive.  Lindsey reported it took roughly two to three 

hours to give feedback for over 125 students.  When asked if teachers were willing and 

able to fill it out, Lauren quickly remarked, “very much so!”  She elaborated that it was 

much easier to fill out if you regularly worked one-on-one with students because it asked 

for knowledge of student’s vocabulary abilities and reluctance with reading.  Teachers 

were happy to share this knowledge.     

 Appreciation for the use of anecdotals.  Initial comments from everyone revealed 

that they were glad for the addition.  Lindsey shared enthusiastically, “I’m glad we have 
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it!”  She liked that anecdotals allowed for a more holistic look at the reader and showed 

the student as more than just a number.  Lauren agreed saying, “It’s been really helpful!”  

She felt it allowed teachers to really assess the reading process.  In the Bayberry focus 

group the teachers felt very confident about the change.  One teacher said, “there are 

things that don’t tie up the kids brains for so long.”  She was expressing appreciation for 

letting typical classroom tasks help decide who might need reading.  Another teacher 

followed this up by saying, “I like anything that helps us find those ‘fall through the 

crack’ kids.”  Canton, in particular discussed the power of informals to catch kids who 

were struggling in class but flagged by the STAR because they happened to test just 

above the cut off.  The ability of the informals to allow teachers to explore anomalies 

made it a strong teaching tool that could ultimately help a variety of readers.   

 Most of the positive comments centered around an appreciation of the respect 

shown for teachers when their expert opinion was asked for.  Lindsey shared, “I thought 

it was great!  The teacher has experience with a kid over the course of a whole year and 

not just one random day.”  She later expressed a desire for the teacher observation of a 

student to be the most important assessment.  Lauren echoed the same desire.  The 

teachers at Valleyview said they appreciated the inclusion of the checklist as well as a 

place for comments because it allowed teachers to include information such as “this kid 

does not test well.”  This led to a conversation about how well they felt they knew their 

students after teaching them.  One teacher said, “we see them in the classroom, and we 

know what they’re capable of versus what a test score can just show.  They don’t know 

the child.  We know the child.”  They also hoped that the process was continued and that 

the district really would look at the results of anecdotals and not just test scores.  The 
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eagerness and enthusiasm that was present in comments about informal teacher 

observations showed the hunger teachers had to be called upon as experts – especially in 

regards to the students in their classrooms.  It is unfortunate that the tendency has been to 

move away from this in assessment practices of late.  It is nice to see a glimpse into a 

possible future where the pendulum might swing back.  Prior to No Child Left Behind, 

teacher subjectivity was more the norm as seen in practices such as portfolio assessments.  

This district might offer some leadership in this regard.    

 Concerns with anecdotals.  One of the only negative responses came from 

Canton Middle School.  However, the concerns were not with the anecdotals themselves, 

but with what they felt was done after the informals were completed.  Throughout the 

interview the teachers slowly worked themselves into a more agitated state expressing 

frustration over the fact that they did not feel the district actually took teacher decisions 

about placement seriously.  Even with the inclusion of anecdotals they pointed out that 

snapshot data in the form of standardized test scores was required to confirm teacher 

feedback.  They felt that what a teacher knows from working with a students on a daily 

basis should take away some of the need for this ongoing reading assessment.  Also, they 

felt so much time went into filling out the rubrics that they deserved consideration.  They 

told the story of a student who ended up being placed in reading despite very thoughtful 

comments justifying his removal.  One teacher actually called the STAR test asinine and 

said, “Yeah, I will say it, because if you're going to cut me off at the knees... if you're 

going to ignore my expertise then when someone directly asks me I'm going to say what I 

... what I feel” to justify her use of the term.  This conversation encapsulates the 

frustration aired by this group of teachers who had not been brought together before to 
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get this off their chests.  The chance to air grievances felt like a positive impact of 

interviews.  Their concerns also spoke to the overwhelming desire to be seen as an expert 

and their anger when they felt ignored by district level administrators who generated the 

final reading intervention list.   

There were a few other complaints about having such a short turnaround time 

between getting the rubric and turning it in.  Kate said that although teachers felt 

confident filling it out, they wished they had more time.  She shared the story of teachers 

who said things like, “It was due the next Friday.  Well if I’d known that I would have 

had a couple of weeks to maybe have the kid read out loud or maybe have some more 

quick assessments of comprehension.”  It should be noted that these were asked for 

second semester.  In the ideal language arts classroom an intimate knowledge of readers 

would be in place by then.  However, the wide demands of the new curriculum including 

a variety of public speaking skills as well as mastery of multiple writing genres, kept 

reading from always getting the full attention it deserved.  The teachers at Parkview 

Junior High were most honest.  They explained that they appreciated the trust assumed by 

district administrators when their opinion was asked for, but they found the act of filling 

out the rubric difficult and an eye-opening experience.  They expressed disappointment in 

how little they were actually able to get to know each student as a reader on an individual 

level.  It’s possible an unexpected positive from the introduction of the Reading Behavior 

Rubric could be that teachers will make more of an effort to know students as readers.  In 

the Walker focus group Karen revealed that the anecdotals did lead to more teachers 

sitting down and reading with kids.  This would likely have a positive impact on students.    
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Testing changes teaching practices.  Testing does change teaching practices.  

The teachers at Walker Junior High revealed that they started pulling short news passages 

and pairing them with teacher created multiple-choice questions to “mimic the unique 

format of the STAR test.”   Karen made the final exam in the reading class at Walker 

look just like the placement assessment so students could have practice with that sort of 

test.  One focus group teacher really lamented the way testing was changing teaching:   

You know it's changed, Danielle. I mean truly, the reading's really changed over 

the years. Like when I first started working here… in order for them… to be 

recommended to the reading intervention, it wasn't just based on a test or an 

assessment. I mean, they use that for a foundational piece, but the main 

component in that decision was the teacher, sitting down, with the student, and 

listening to them… I remember… during the SSR time… each teacher had a 

binder, and, and there was a tab for each student's name in there. And they would 

have a form in there, and they would listen to them, and they would take notes 

and stuff ...  but they would really work one on one and listen and listen and help 

them. And it seems like we've gotten away a little bit from the real personal, 

personalized, you know, being really in tune with our students and their reading. I 

have. I've gotten away from that, just because I feel like we've, we've gotten away 

from really listening, listening to our students read and understand them as a 

reader. And I think that hurts, I really do.  

This teacher really communicated how a change in assessment practice caused a change 

in teaching practices which he felt hurt students.  Assessment drives instruction and there 

are positives and negatives associated with this tendency.   
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A Discussion of Students and Practices in Reading Intervention Class 

 So often conversations with teachers turned to students – often with very specific 

stories of very specific students.  These conversations revealed much about the 

organization in which these teachers taught.   

Teachers reveal how they decide who needs intervention.  All of these 

assessments were used to inform decisions regarding whom to place in reading.  These 

were not easy decisions; they were often wrought with emotion and considerate of things 

much bigger than the three assessments the district asked teachers to use to gather 

information.   

As Karen pointed out, once a child is in reading he or she is rarely released, and 

she expressed frustration about students who seemed wrongly placed in reading due to 

miscommunication at key transitions like from middle school into junior high and then 

junior high into high school.  Though there were guidelines to follow, teachers always 

brought their biases into decisions about reading placement.  Tori talked about always 

valuing comprehension above all else.  She shared:  

I’d like to know where their comprehension is at more than their fluency… I don’t 

think fluency should count for as much but I really want to know, can you read 

this and understand it… Even more so than can you summarize it or can you tell 

me what strategy you used to help you understand it… Did you read this and 

understand it?  Like whatever strategies you used, I think that is great.  That’s 

fantastic.  But can you answer the basic questions.  Either literal or inferential, 

helps me a lot.  
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Tori went on to say that a student can be taught how to turn a retell into a summary but 

there is a big problem when a student cannot even tell you what they just read.  Reading 

teachers often talked about this notion of “getting text.”  It’s something that comes out 

subtly in daily course interactions and weighs heavily on minds during placement.  

Sometimes behavior can make a student look like a struggling reader but it should really 

come down to what happens after text is read.   

Sometimes the biases that previous teachers brought into the placement decision 

made receiving teachers frustrated advocates for students.  Even at Harrison, in a single 

focus group with teachers all from the same school, three different considerations were 

given for who needs reading.  One teacher said grades; another said ability to read out 

loud, and another said actual comprehension ability – concern over kids who “read 

something and totally didn’t get it.”  This process was obviously not without 

complication.   

 The actual placement of students in reading was sometimes even more multi-

faceted than that.  Worries exist outside of scores.  At Bayberry one teacher said she 

thinks about, “will the parents make a fuss?”  Another teacher considered, “Can they be 

successful without the extra help?”  They went on to share how incredibly emotional 

these decisions are in this conversation:  

Teacher One: “The struggle I always have is how do you take a kid out of band 

class?  That’s what it comes down to.  I know you have to.  It’s just not a fair 

decision.   

 Teacher Two: “That’s a decision you should never have to make.”   
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The teachers at Valleyview echoed similar concerns.  They explained that they look at 

STAR performance but also have to consider things like whether the child will shut down 

once he or she loses band, who would potentially clash with the reading intervention 

teacher, and who might just respond to small group intervention in the regular classroom 

setting. While the process outlined by administrators is streamlined so that no individual 

characteristics are considered, teachers cannot help but consider the child’s humanity and 

whether or not he or she will actually benefit from the placement.   

The placement of students in reading appeared to be an area that needed 

improvement in the district.  Teachers at Canton expressed concern about reading 

decisions that were made in a snap.  They felt that computer generated lists based on 

assessments were replacing these careful teacher decisions.   One teacher in the Bayberry 

focus group offered this final thought, “We trust that people who are going to make those 

decisions are going to make the right ones.  That’s all I can do.  I have to trust.”  Bringing 

together these voices is an attempt to make that trust a reality.   

 Teachers did mention ways for students to “get out” of reading which highlighted 

that placement in reading was always optional.  Lindsey pointed out that a parent can 

always override the decision to place a child in reading.  In this sense they hold 

significant power, however, this option is not openly communicated to parents so it is 

rarely exercised.  Also, students can “earn” their way out of reading.  Lindsey shared that 

her favorite stories involved students who really felt they did not need reading and seized 

the opportunity to use an assessment as a tool to help them get themselves released.   

This notion of reading being a place to “get out of” had to be handled sensitively.  

Teachers did recognize the stigma attached to reading and had to frame the class 
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accordingly.  The teachers at Valleyview talked about how they often had to go into a 

sales pitch to convince parents the class was a good thing.  They explained how the kids 

are already upset and then they go home and get their parents upset.  The focus group at 

Walker Junior High discussed how they tried to move away from the idea that reading 

was bad and towards the idea that reading was a “supportive favor.”  They stressed the 

importance of convincing students that they were trying to give them the best personal 

school experience, which sometimes means needing to take reading.  At the same time, 

they felt no one should be forced to miss a career elective due to an erroneous placement 

in reading intervention.  It was important to place the right students in reading 

intervention.   

What “Reading Kids” are like.  Karen described reading students as coming 

from all walks of life.  She pointed out that though every racial and socio-economic 

group was represented in reading intervention, there was an overrepresentation of 

minorities.  Not all students enrolled in reading intervention are struggling readers, 

though most present teaching challenges of some sort.  Renee expressed concern that the 

behavior issues common among reading students might be a sign that some students are 

mistakenly placed there because misbehavior can present as a reading issue.  She asserted 

with “you know it happens!”   

For those who had genuine reading concerns, there was still a wide variety of 

types of students and literacy issues.  Karen talked about a 15-year-old student who did 

not know his alphabet. Karen offered to give up her lunch duty to work with the child to 

offer the extensive help he needed.  She was told failure to complete her lunch duty 

would upset other teachers so she was left to address his needs in reading class.  Lauren 
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talked about how many reading students simply struggled with self-selection of texts. 

Tori worried that some students really just struggled with writing, making them look they 

could not read. This wide variety of student issues made it hard to provide universal 

intervention. These very diverse issues could be present in one reading intervention class.   

The students who genuinely struggled with reading tended to want to avoid 

reading at all costs.  Renee pointed out that students would do almost anything to get out 

of reading time even if it meant getting sent out of class.  Her reaction was, “I’m not, I’m 

not going to validate that.  I’m not going to kick you out.”  As a result of avoidance 

tactics, power struggles, and behavior management, challenges are common in reading 

intervention.   Kate talked about the struggle that came from putting a high concentration 

of challenging students in one classroom.  She explained that the lack of readers in the 

classroom who could model how to play school led to “propagation of how not to play 

school with a huge population of kids.”  The make-up of the average reading class 

replicated the struggles often associated with tracking of students based on academic 

performance and the low expectations for behavior and learning that result (Froese-

Germain, 2001).  

Struggling readers often struggle with motivation.  Kate also talked about the 

motivation issues present in struggling readers.  She described kids who said, “Why do I 

have to read?  I hate reading!”  She pointed out that ironically these students were asked 

to read more than other group of students in the school and as a result of frequent trips to 

the library and ongoing access to new books in the reading classroom that some did end 

up engaging in reading more often than competent readers.  At Canton they also talked 

about the potential of the class to motivate and change students.  They explained that “the 
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jumping out of the tank criteria” really worked for some kids but that for many “dangling 

a million dollars in gold in front of them” still wouldn’t be enough to turn them into 

readers.  Many reading teachers talked about the challenge of distinguishing “can’t read” 

from “won’t read” and how delivery of instruction becomes especially hard when they 

did not know which intervention students truly needed.   

Sometimes these power struggles occurred in the context of assessment.  Karen 

shared, “I’ve had kids throw the test down and say I’m not doing it.”  She also 

experienced students yelling, “You don’t want me out of reading.” Lindsey said students 

sometimes refused to take the test using the excuse, “I’m gonna be in reading anyway.”  

Karen expressed frustration with students who shut down and who refused to engage in 

reading work because it prevented her from knowing their capabilities and helping them 

accordingly.  Kate described a student who was so resistant to reading that she became 

“feral-like” and “creepy” constantly looking for the testing administers to see if she was 

being observed and wandering around the room when she thought she was not.  One story 

about power struggles during assessment stood out to Karen. It involved a student who 

saw the reading assessment and yelled, “You better not test me with one of those baby 

books because I’m smarter than that.”  He went on to not pass the fourth grade SSDRA 

passage.  Moments like this are defeating for teachers and students and are examples of 

power and push back in the school setting.  

Working with these types of students all day every day, though rewarding, really 

takes a toll on teachers.  Furthermore, assessment and reading intervention takes a toll on 

students.  There seemed to be little movement out of the reading intervention track for 

large groups of struggling readers.  As Lauren pointed out, it was rare for a student to be 
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placed in high school reading intervention accidentally.  By that point most of the 

students had a long history of placement in reading intervention and failure to respond to 

instruction during intervention, creating what felt like a cycle of failure for all parties.  It 

is necessary to consider the emotional consequences for both teachers and students.    

Reading Intervention results in negative consequences for students.  Teachers 

saw the very real consequences students in reading intervention faced.  As a result they 

were sometimes hesitant to place students in intervention classes.   

 Student in reading experience stigma and lost opportunities.  Ultimately, 

reading class was viewed as a negative to be avoided through teacher eyes and what they 

assumed to be the perspective of their students.  When asked if there were any positive or 

negative consequences resulting from the assessment process Lindsey said, “If you don’t 

do well you are in a reading class.  If you do well then you are not.”  This statement 

reveals that reading class is unequivocally a bad place to be.   

Some of this comes from the stigma of being labeled as a student in need of 

reading intervention.  Kate, who was newly involved in reading placement, offered: 

I don’t think I was as aware of this as the reading teachers are.  There is a 

negative connotation, I guess like being in a Special Ed class.  I wasn’t aware of 

the ‘I don’t need to take reading!  I can read!’ 

 She went on to say that ending up in reading is “devastating to them” while getting out 

of reading is seen as freedom or a prize.  During the Valleyview focus group a teacher 

said, “Reading kids feel really singled out, like they’re dumb.”  They reported that 

students say their friends ask them why they have to go to a reading class.  The teachers 

at Canton struggled to decide if the stigma came from being placed in reading class or 
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from just being seen as a struggling reader.  They discussed how by the time students 

reach middle school reading intervention class they have probably been considered a low 

reader most of their school life so these students know they do not read well.   

A clear concern with placing a student in reading revolved around the loss of 

electives and other opportunities.  Lauren, who teaches at high school, pointed out that it 

sometimes replaces a language arts credit.  This is fine for minimum graduation 

requirements but will not satisfy most college entrance requirements which a child might 

not discover until he or she applies to college and is denied entrance.  She explained that 

teachers at her school try to figure out who will need college entrance credit.  Though it is 

shortsighted to assume all students will want or need to go to college, this seems like an 

important personal decision to leave to the adults that surround a student.   

The Bayberry transcript reveals an important conversation about reading students 

missing electives:  

Ellen  - We just can’t. Jim is right. We should never have to decide between a kid 

getting remedial help in reading and being able to participate in band because I 

can’t tell you that band doesn’t influence the brain. I’m sure it does in many 

positive ways.  An art class or a whatever, those things are, let’s face it. Let’s not 

be PC. Let’s face it. If it’s not (state) tested, then it’s not considered as essential as 

those (state test) scores. Maybe to that kid in the fine arts class or the industrial 

tech class something is going to click. All of a sudden, they’re going to desire to 

read, to stay focused in that content area and we’ve unlocked the door. I don’t 

think we should ever have to make those choices. Given that we do … 
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Jim - That generality is they have to read, too. What about that kid who might go 

into being in graphic design or something where that art class is going to be way 

more … 

Louise - Important and valuable than that anymore. 

Opportunities are clearly denied to students who need reading intervention.  The driving 

force for educators is to improve reading ability as it is seen as so important for adult 

success.  However, as these teachers point out, there are other classes that offer 

opportunities for adult success that are denied to reading students.   

Students experience social consequences from reading intervention.  There were 

social impacts as well.  Teachers from several focus groups reported that students missed 

being with peers in regular elective classes.  Some said peers treated them differently 

because they were in a reading class, and it upset them to be given a different school 

experience than most of their classmates.   

Karen pointed out that students often blame the teacher for placement in reading.  

This can lead to a cantankerous relationship between teacher and student.  Assessments 

also change the way teachers view students.  A regular education teacher at Harrison told 

the story of an Honors student doing poorly on the STAR.  She felt that proved the 

student did not belong in Honors.  Even after the student was cleared as proficient on the 

SSDRA, an achievement a student could not perform without grade level reading 

competency on a wide variety of skills, the initial STAR score left this Honors teacher 

concerned and sure the student did not belong in her class.  This was her belief despite 

her sharing her opinion that the STAR test was a bad assessment.  Teachers cannot 
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escape the nation’s love with standardized numerical descriptions of students and this 

often resulted in consequences felt most deeply by students.   

Motivation from the threat of reading class reveals stigma.  There was some 

mention of the positive impact of motivation due to the assessment process or the 

placement in reading.  Kate thought students who really wanted a lost elective might 

work really hard to get their reading scores up so they could choose their own schedule.  

Lauren said, “I think it (reading class) is perceived as bad absolutely.  It can be viewed as 

a deterrent to get kids to do well on the test.”  She told the story of a student who had 

been released from reading in ninth grade but was flagged by the STAR screener when 

she got to Taft.  Lauren shared, “She got really frustrated because she’d taken reading her 

ninth grade year.  She wasn’t in reading now and she didn’t want to go back.  She 

promised she would work really hard and did so she was later not recommended.”  In this 

case the student used the threat of reading placement as a motivation to take assessments 

seriously.  However, the hidden text of this motivation is that reading class is not a 

desirable place to be.   It’s a classic example of punishment as reinforcement.  As the 

teachers at Valleyview said, “Some will gain pride as things start to click and others will 

fight it the whole way.”  The emotions of those placed in reading are definitely at play 

during performance for better or worse.     

Hesitance to place students in reading intervention.  Overall, this stigma 

attached to reading intervention students made teachers hesitant to place students in 

reading.  This hesitance was not present in administrator interviews, likely because they 

were not seeing these complications as they played out in the school day.  It made sense 

that adults would want school to deliver the help students needed when it came to 
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reading.  Experiences unique to teacher observations led them to have a different 

perspective and sympathy.  As the teachers at Canton revealed, reading can be seen as 

such a negative that teachers hate to recommend students for it.  It is hard to tell students 

that they need to spend more time doing something that is hard for them.  As one Canton 

teacher illustrated, “It’s like somebody saying to me, ‘You can’t repair cars so I’m going 

to have you repair cars four times a day.’”  As long as reading is considered the skill that 

trumps all other skills, this practice is likely to continue to play out in schools despite 

some of the consequences attached.  Teachers routinely placed students in reading despite 

their concern that it might not be best for the student, which shows the organization at 

work.   

Teachers’ Insights into the Reading Process 

 The teachers longed to be appreciated as experts.  Comments made during their 

interviews showed they deserve to be treated as experts.  Insights into the reading process 

showed up more frequently in conversations with teachers than in any other stakeholder 

group.   

 Reading teachers have unique knowledge about fluency.  Teachers knew 

students were very concerned with pronouncing words correctly.  Renee pointed out that 

though some kids loved reading out loud, others were worried about their classmates 

hearing them. She further explained that after testing multiple students over the same 

text, she could start to predict when they would stumble so she would have her pencil 

ready, which showed that some texts will be read “incorrectly” by almost anyone.  She 

shared the story of a text that included the line “hatched by an egg in the sun” which 

readers consistently missed.  This implied that the text was “inconsiderate” text, or text 
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that was written in such a way that nearly every reader would miscue on it. This 

inconsiderate text was being used to create a percent accuracy score that counted as 25 

percent of a student’s oral fluency rate.  This fluency score carried a lot of weight as 

scoring below level just on the fluency section should dictate that a teacher not allow a 

student to progress to the comprehension section.   

 An important component of reading out loud well is speed.  Assessments like the 

SSDRA highly value oral reading rate as determined by a words per minute score making 

it 25 percent of the oral reading score (See Appendix C).  Renee commented on how 

unrealistic the words per minute expectation felt after watching student after student fail 

to demonstrate proficiency.  At one point she actually timed herself reading out loud to 

understand if the standard was even reasonable.  Several teachers reported doing the 

same.  An adult reader can usually read out loud at the rate suggested, but this does not 

account for students stopping to ask questions, or to verbally react to the text.  All of 

those acts, though signs of strategy use, will count against a student’s score for rate.  On 

the opposite end of the spectrum, Renee pointed out concerns with students who whip 

through the text so fast that comprehension would have to be nearly impossible.  Per the 

test, this looks like competence despite the fact that there is a point where a person can 

actually read too fast. Karen worried that timing puts added pressure on a students, which 

might cause them to read slower or faster than normal.  She reminded me that readers are 

not timed in real life and shared the stress in students’ voices who ask, “Are you going to 

time us?”  This can create an over awareness of a skill that is more automatic which can 

impact performance.  As Garan (2007) states: 
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Using a stopwatch puts anyone—even adults—under a lot of pressure. What’s the 

point of that? Research shows that I should teach my students to be thoughtful 

connoisseurs of authentic, connected print—instead of indiscriminate gobblers 

and chirpers of meaningless sounds. I want my students to be thoughtful and 

deliberate (p. 105). 

Assessments of timed reading passages are pretty inauthentic measurements yet they are 

frequently used in many reading classrooms.   

 Another part of the fluency score is phrasing, which addresses whether students 

read mostly word-by-word or in meaningful phrases based on meaning and punctuation.  

Renee expressed some struggle with deciding on a smoothness or phrasing score.  It is 

ultimately at the teacher’s discretion as most teachers do not listen to common readers to 

create agreed upon benchmarks.  Though her goal became consistency, Renee explained 

that she often used the quality of the student who read just prior to decide how well the 

next student did from an expression and phrasing standpoint and that led to a very 

subjective rating.  

 In addition to rate and phrasing, students had to focus on expression.  Renee 

pointed out that real life never calls for cold reads of text.  Tori also felt no one read with 

great expressions the first time they encountered a text.  She said:  

Yeah, and being able to like…I don’t know it doesn’t seem fair to me to tell a kid, 

I need you the first time you ever read this, to read it out loud, read with 

expression, read at the right pace, all that.  And they don’t get to look at it.  They 

don’t get to read it.  They don’t get to practice.  They don’t get to do anything.  

But then yeah, for comprehension, I give you the story. You get to use the story to 
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help you.  You get to go back and forth.   I mean it doesn’t seem.  I don’t know I 

don’t think it seems as fair…the fluency part. 

In this sense the fluency portion of the SSDRA did not seem authentic.   

One of the reasons Tori struggled with fluency measures is because she felt they 

did not account for the way nerves impact fluency during testing.  Lindsey was bothered 

by the overemphasis on fluency because she felt there are some words students know in 

their heads even if they cannot pronounce them.  Kate, who was new to oral fluency 

testing said the process fascinated her as she discovered there were students who could 

read fluently but comprehend very little and others who were not fluent but 

comprehended at high levels.  This complicates the fluency and comprehension 

connection.   

These thoughts about fluency led Renee and Tori to assert that fluency should not 

count for one-half of a student’s SSDRA score.   They both cared a lot more about 

comprehension and felt they had many experiences with students who really struggled 

with fluency but comprehended the passage “just fine.”   

The one teacher who actually placed a large emphasis on fluent reading was an 

English teacher who had never taught reading who spoke in a focus group.  She was 

really surprised and even frustrated by students who did well on the STAR despite 

reading poorly out loud when called upon in English class.  She listed reading fluency as 

her number one concern when recommending students into reading intervention.  

Another teacher in the same junior high focus group, who had taught many years of 

reading intervention, complained about middle school teachers recommending strong 

comprehenders for reading because of poor fluency.  Though these strands of 
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conversation were separated by time, it is possible she was trying to use the interview to 

help the English teacher question her belief system.  It is one held by many outside the 

reading classroom but contradicted by every intervention teacher who discussed fluency 

with me, showing that daily experiences with readers can impact views on the role of 

fluency in understanding text, making the case for those closest to students to be included 

in decision processes about students.   

 Renee synthesized all these concerns about fluency in the following quote:  

If a kid has, you know 40 words per minute, they're probably reading pretty slow 

in their head too and they are definitely losing meaning. But, if a kid is reading 

100 wpm or 120 wpm is there going to be a big difference in comprehension for 

them? Or are they reading slowly cause they're reading to me?... I've never in my 

life been handed a text to read cold. Like, “Just read this out loud.” I at least have 

a few minutes to look over it. Maybe for an ideal assessment you do the oral 

fluency part after they've read the whole story.  

This quote problematizes the notion of an assessment with a large emphasis on a fluent 

cold read.  The act of the interview allowed Renee to reflect on her own beliefs and use 

her expertise as a teacher and reader to suggest options for assessing in new ways.  I 

believe this further speaks to the need to bring teacher experts to the table to revise 

reading assessment.   

 Teachers understand the role of culture and background knowledge. 

Teachers were acutely aware of the role culture and subsequent background knowledge 

played in the reading process.  The teachers were quick to share stories of how prior 

knowledge impacted assessment.  Renee shared the story of a practice test she made 
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using chapter one of a book about a young man growing up in a housing project and the 

challenges he faced.  She explained:   

They made great connections 'cause the kids are growing up in the Booker T. 

Washington Projects. They're like, “Like Washington Park?” And I said, “Yeah! 

Like Booker T. Washington Park. It's the same...you know it's the same person.” 

Then we got onto a conversation...they're, “Well, how come it's always bad? Like, 

was he a bad guy?” And I said, “No. No, I don't think he was a bad guy.” We 

talked about that, and so, you know they made connections I didn't expect them to 

make. That I didn't make for them....with them. They're like, “(whisper) Oh, yeah. 

That's where the shootings are going on in Bartlett!”  

This classroom moment shows how students are constantly filtering text through personal 

experience and using that to engage in synthesis to understand the world around them.  

These synthesized experiences shape the way they read text and sometimes harm students 

with different experiences than test writers.  

 Actual examples of culture’s impact during assessment were shared.  Every single 

reading teacher interviewed who had given the 9th grade SSDRA expressed frustration 

over the spring passage and its frequent use of the somewhat archaic term abacus (See 

Appendix D).  There was a moment in every interview where focused time was spent 

sharing how unfair they thought it was to expect students to know how to say this word 

and to comprehend the role it played in a passage.  Lindsey shared, “I imagine kids have 

no ideas what an abacus is and neither did I probably when I was in ninth grade.”  The 

teachers were very sympathetic to students as they watched a variety of students struggle 

with it.  
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 Two of the teachers even explained how the teacher’s background knowledge 

impacts scoring.  When Kate, who was new to giving SSDRA assessments, shared how 

illogical she found some student answers, it took conversations with reading teachers 

who had been grading these assessments much longer to point out the logic of answers 

that at first glance seem unreasonable.  Renee gave the specific example of an aggressive 

and unkind stepfather being seen by some readers as a good teacher (despite that being 

the ‘wrong’ answer) because in the end his tactics allowed the narrator to accomplish the 

goal he had set out to achieve.   

 Several teachers from schools with ELL services specifically mentioned the 

challenge of assessing English Language Learners using district assessments.  They 

explained that pronunciation can lead to problems on the running record portion of the 

SSDRA.  Renee described how lack of vocabulary and comprehension caused some ELL 

students to just randomly pull out lines of text and copy them on the answer sheet 

showing that they knew they were supposed to find the answer in the text but did not 

know where to find it so their answers read like nonsense.   

 Many of the teachers mentioned that the interest in the text played a major role in 

students’ performance.  The texts are more or less interesting based on which grade-level 

DRA2 and SSDRA passage is being used and based on what moment in time a student 

takes the STAR per its random question algorithm.  Because of this, multiple teachers felt 

they could learn a lot more about a reader based on self-selected text.  This tendency 

towards critique based on expertise was common in teacher interviews.   

 Assessment critique based on personal model of reading.  Overall, in the one 

on one interviews, teachers used their personal philosophies of reading to carefully 
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critique aspects of the assessment process. What they believed to be true about reading 

became a predictor of what they would like and dislike about assessment.  These are 

highlighted teacher by teacher below.  

 When asked to define reading, Karen became acutely aware of how complicated 

reading is.  She shared:  

The kids and I have been talking. We were talking about fluency. When we were 

talking about fluency- It's just so complicated. What we do in the reading 

intervention classroom and what these assessments do for us is they break down 

something that probably shouldn't be broken down. It's too complicated; it's too 

interwoven. When you read some of the research that says fluency impacts 

comprehension or comprehension impacts fluency, it's oh my gosh… 

Her belief that there is so much to teach when it comes to reading reiterates her idea that 

reading is incredibly complicated.  As a result, she struggles a bit using a test that 

attempts to mimic real-life reading by creating a pretend context.  She further states, “Do 

I think this test reflects real life reading?  No… not really.  I think this is an 

amalgamation of real life and academic reading…  How many times do you read 

something and stop and make four predictions?!” She later clarified that what we read 

affects what kind of learner we are and teachers can learn the most about kids when 

observing them choosing and getting into books.  Yet, as she pointed out, the texts in 

assessments are pre-selected and tests like the SSDRA only offer fiction despite a new 

focus on non-fiction.  Through the interview she stumbled across a disconnect between 

theory and practice especially in regards to the texts used for assessment and the inability 

of a test to mimic real world reading.   
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 Lindsey believed strongly in the role of text in reading ability.  She thought one’s 

ability to read well at any given moment was always partially text dependent.  She 

believed reading at school should be more difficult than independent reading and school 

reading should be something one needed a teacher’s help to be able to do well.  Her 

thought process was that students cannot learn if they are not challenged so they need to 

read a combination of high interest and academically sound texts.  Therefore, she 

believed:  

I think the STAR is challenging and very low interest so it’s not necessarily texts 

or passages kids would care about.  I think the same thing for the SSDRA.  I think 

it would be great if you could pick the book – a grade level appropriate text  - a 

book they might like.  It would take more time.  That’s what’s good about the 

checklist.  IF you have a kid that does really well when interested, that is only 

information you could gather from the checklist (Rubric of Reading Behaviors).   

Her philosophy of reading paired with questions about the assessment process helped her 

offer the idea of teacher selected text.  She saw value in this despite the increased 

workload for teachers.  The question also helped her consider another benefit of 

anecdotals.   

 Lauren discussed how amazing the brain is.  She was impressed by how many 

things happen at once while reading.  She mentioned phenomes, and background 

knowledge, syntax and predictions.  She offered, “when one system doesn’t work another 

compensates.”  Lauren mentioned that she subscribed to Louise Rosenblatt’s Reader 

Response Theory (1978).  Though she saw value in reading for pleasure she felt it was 

not the only type of reading that should be valued.  For success in life, she felt students 
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needed stamina for all sorts of reading.  As a result, she felt very comfortable asking 

students to take things like the STAR as it mimicked assessments needed to gain access 

to opportunities and to do well in school.  She also wanted to see non-fiction passages on 

the SSDRA.  Lauren shared that she liked the STAR and was comfortable sharing scores 

with students; she believed a reader could learn to compensate and grow.  However, she 

still highly valued one-on-one conferencing.  She shared, “Or the kids who are struggling, 

they're already working with one-on-one because they're struggling, so they've seen some 

of that. Where those struggles might be and they might be able to tease out, is it 

vocabulary and things like that.”   Her belief that the brain does many things while 

reading helped her embrace an assessment model that attempts to discover the areas that 

are leading to difficulty and then teaching to bridge those gaps.   

 Kate’s discussion of her reading philosophy was perhaps the clearest example of 

the connection between reading philosophy and attitudes about assessment.  She told her 

story of being a child who wanted to be literate; “I thought at age five that learning to 

read made me part of the adult world.  It just seemed to me like the most important thing 

anybody could do.”  She described how she grew up in a house of readers, and that made 

her want to be a reader.  Kate worried about the critical brain development that happens 

before children even enter school.  She said, “I hate to say this, but maybe there’s no 

catching up.”  She went on to describe hearing that some states decide how many prison 

cells they will need in the future based on third grade reading scores.  She felt that 

literacy strength was connected to a strong pool of background knowledge that was built 

during invigorating cultural experiences, interacting with a variety of people and going 

on family vacations to new places.  Her strong commitment to a sociocultural view of 
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literacy caused her to really dislike computerized literacy tests.  She felt that removing 

the human element made the assessment anonymous and invalid.  Her tendency was 

towards the SSDRA, which allowed a student to interact with the teacher and use a longer 

text to build comprehension.  She said that students did not try hard on tests when the 

evaluator was not face to face with the reader.    

 Logically, one’s philosophy of reading would impact the view of any given 

assessment. Goodman (1971) asserted that an assessment is only as good as the 

philosophy it stands on.  Therefore, it would make sense that those developing and 

choosing reading assessments should be those with extensive professional training in the 

reading process.  However, as shown in the administrator section, these tests are chosen 

by those in general administrative roles.  These administrators know a great deal about 

administration and general education, but few of them have actually been reading 

teachers who worked with struggling readers so the decision team needs to grow.  

Furthermore, good conversations about assessment should start with what all participants 

believe about reading instruction.   

Power is at Work in Assessment 

 Teachers revealed moments of power and resistance at multiple points in their 

interviews.  Sometimes this was power they felt was done to them and other times it was 

power seized within the system.   

 Teachers decisions and assertions with assessment.  Teachers are above all else 

advocates for children.  As revealed through teacher interviews, when reading teachers 

found that certain practices were unfair during the assessment practice they would 

blatantly defy them or offer supports to counteract act them.  Smagorinsky (2009) 
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believes, “The most effective teacher will thus be the one who can observe, reflect, 

intervene, and teach as she deems appropriate, even if such singular instruction defies the 

assessment apparatus that surrounds her work with children” (p. 526).  These teachers 

showed a willingness to do just this.   

 Middle school and junior high teachers alike said they simply ignored the rule 

outlined in the DRA2 and SSDRA stating you should never allow a students to attempt 

the comprehension section of any test if they scored “not proficient” on the fluency 

component at that level.  Tori explained that she never gives a student an assessment 

below grade level because she wants to give students a chance at testing out and knows 

that it is important to see what grade level comprehension was like despite their struggle 

with fluency.  Renee explained that though she does not always test only on grade level, 

she does it “more often than not.” She explained how she had students with stutters, 

really slow readers and even one student who suffered from seizures who would never be 

able to read fluently per the SSDRA, but she knew they could comprehend at higher 

levels if she just gave them a chance.   A strict adherence to testing protocol would not 

allow this chance.  She was concerned about what it might do to a student if she took the 

test away and did not allow him or her to complete the test once started.  One middle 

school teacher explained that she used her own expertise to level kids instead of testing 

protocol because she believed it could “empower teachers” and because teachers 

deserved to be trusted when it came to making decisions like this. As she said, “what do I 

DO or what am I supposed to do” which clearly demonstrates that teachers were willing 

to skirt dictates when they felt students would benefit.   
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 Renee discussed how she offered feedback for written responses so students could 

add more despite this not being testing protocol. She shared that she says to students. “I’ll 

give it back to you…  I’m probably not supposed to but I’m going to give it back to you 

and make you write more.”  She also said that she sometimes skims answers and then 

asks the students if the answer makes sense and reminds them that if it does not make 

sense it is probably not right.   

 The test passage that required knowledge of the term abacus became a clear site 

where teachers seized power as the actual administrators of the test.  Lauren shared:  

I think some of the texts have random words here and there that are difficult for 

everyone um so what I actually did (whispers asking if this is okay) was on one of 

the tests was the word abacus.  The kids don’t know what the word abacus is.  

They don’t know what it is.  They don’t know how to pronounce it.  They have 

very little background information on what an abacus is so I would tell them what 

an abacus is because it appeared six times in that text and they still, whether they 

knew what abacus was or not, they could still comprehend that text.  So I felt like 

I wasn’t, I didn’t want to penalize them for making six mistakes on a word that is 

not their fault they don’t know.  SO whether it’s right or wrong there are a couple 

of times that I made an executive decision on stuff like that. 

Lauren also shared that she tells students what an abacus is and previews proper nouns 

that students will have to read out loud. Renee went as far as to actually show students a 

picture of an abacus and offered a little teaching about it to inform them before they 

entered the assessment.  She explained that this was something she would not have 

known to do or have been willing to do in her first year as a reading teacher.   
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 Teachers also shared how they made some teacher led decisions when it came to 

scoring as well.  Renee explained how a teacher can decide to accept an answer 

considered incorrect per the scoring guide if it was backed up with evidence the teacher 

deemed sufficient.  She also said she never counted off when the student remembered the 

character as a different gender if it didn’t seem to really impact meaning and that she 

refused to count mispronounced proper nouns or dialect as an error though teachers were 

instructed to do so when scoring training was still offered at the district level.  Tori 

explained that she was more lenient when marking fluency than the scoring guide 

suggested.  Tori shared that she thought, “You did a good job for the first time you read 

this” as she decided how to mark expression and rate.  She also would not mark off for 

dialect. This subjectivity is what makes some school leaders shy away from informal 

assessments, but it also could be seen as a chance to see how teachers use direct 

knowledge about students to make the best decisions for students.   

 Further assertions came from teachers in the form of reading recommendations, 

which at the time of this research ultimately came from the teachers who had final 

decision as to who would be in reading intervention.  The teachers varied widely on this 

question.  Tori explained that she looked more at growth than a STAR score.  Karen 

shared that she did not release many kids from reading and that she looked at their 

writing assessment scores, STAR scores, grades in content classes, and SSDRA scores 

when placing students.  Lauren said that she placed most value on the teacher 

recommendation.  Kate said that her building would not place students in reading 

intervention if they were passing all content classes because the students must have 

enough coping skills to survive.  These answers reveal that how a student might end up in 
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reading could be different from building to building and that each teacher had power over 

this placement.   

 Transparency is connected to power.  Access to information provides power 

and transparency often prevents groups from having too much power.  Issues of 

transparency came up at different points in teacher interviews.   

 Transparency with scores.  One decision that teachers struggled with was how 

transparent to be when it came to student performance.  While some schools shared these 

scores with students, others feared it would hurt students’ feelings and cause them to shut 

down.   Some schools talked students through assessments and others just gave them.  

The result is a varied experience for students across teachers and buildings.  

Renee revealed that she had a lesson where she shared the SSDRA scoring 

process with students.  She wanted them to see how failure to record inner voice thoughts 

while reading could cause scores to drop a whole level on a four point scale.  She showed 

students where they were and where they needed to be on the SSDRA and the STAR.  

Tori said she did not share STAR scores because she wanted to “spare feelings.”  It is 

interesting to note that Renee worked in a school where students as a whole scored 

proficiently on state assessments and Tori taught in a building often labeled failing by 

state testing standards.  Karen, who worked in the building that fell more in the middle  

performance-wise, shared that she only points out improvements to students and never 

tells them the grade-level they read at according to assessments.  Her building also made 

a chart called “How do I get out of Reading” where students would record goals and 

progress towards goals.  (The purpose of this was to make the reading placement process 
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really transparent to everyone, but interestingly enough this caused teachers in the focus 

group to reveal they had no idea what happened after scores were reported.) 

As a high school teacher, Lauren had no problem sharing scores with students.  

She said, “Maybe we’re not as nurturing in high school.  I think we’re pretty much like, 

you’re struggling.  You need to take this (reading class).”  She feels teachers owe it to 

students to show scores and should not rely on guidance to notify students when they will 

be scheduled into reading again the next year.  However, Lauren did say she tried to 

focus most on progress and areas of strength and weakness without focusing on grade or 

text levels after assessments.  This variance in approach shows that the district has no 

official protocol for talking to students about performance and no one has studied the 

impact of the various approaches on students.   

Transparency with Parents.  In some interviews teachers talked about how 

cognizant parents are of assessment practices and results.  Renee pointed out that parents 

with students on IEPs and 504s are the most aware of student scores.  Karen was the only 

teacher who mentioned personally reporting data to parents.  She shared that she talks to 

students and parents about benchmarks and why kids are in class.   Lindsey talked about 

how parents are notified of placement in reading and can override the decision, but that 

fact is not advertised and rarely done.  In fact, when Kate took over much of the 

assessment at Walker she offered her contact information and never heard from a single 

parent.   The teachers at Harrison wanted parent communication to be more district 

directed.  They wanted a more official protocol for contacting parents to be carried out 

the same way in each building.  It concerned them when an angry parent would attack 

them for never hearing about a reading concern until their child was an 8th grader.  It was 



 191 

clear from interviews that parents were often left out of the reading placement process.  

This is actually one reason I decided not to spend time talking to parents for this 

particular study, though I would encourage including them in future research.     

Transparency from administrators.  There was some questioning of transparency 

with the district.  Renee talked about how she recorded scores in Mastery Manager (the 

district’s data warehouse) but had no idea if anyone actually even looked at it.  Teachers 

felt uninformed about the STAR test.  Tori talked about having no idea if the STAR test 

accounted for the new Lexile levels outlined by the Common Core State Standards.  The 

Canton group was extremely vocal about lack of transparency with the district. They 

wanted more transparency because they felt like they were told one thing in regards to 

assessment and another thing happened.  At Harrison they felt like they were asked to 

generate concern lists and give the STAR in English class but were never told what 

actually happened to the kids they were concerned about.  They said, “It’s interesting 

someone cares about our opinion.  No one has really ever asked us how we feel, and we 

appreciate it.”  The eagerness with which teachers shared in addition to the imbalance in 

length of interviews with teachers compared to other groups made me keenly aware of 

how much they wanted to be included in conversations about assessments.  Of course 

their comfort level and verbosity could be directly related to the fact that I was positioned 

as a peer.  It would be interesting to see the  change at each level based on who was doing 

the interview.   

Self-Efficacy is attached to feelings of empowerment.  Self-efficacy is the 

belief in one’s ability to perform a task (Bandura, 1977).  Many of these teacher 

assertions came from a confidence developed over the course of being a reading teacher.  
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Karen explained that she grew increasingly more comfortable with telling students they 

needed to take reading class:  

I tell the kids, I'm accountable. I've gone through a whole lot of changes. When I 

first started reading intervention, I thought, these poor kids, they're in reading 

intervention. We should get them out. Now I'm like, you need reading to graduate, 

to get you to that point where you're taking a college class. Lucky you. How cool. 

I'm a lot more comfortable with what I do and how I do it. 

Karen now feels like what she does is important and that she is responsible for student 

outcomes.  Lauren shared a similar confidence and says that her experiences teaching 

reading intervention have allowed her to help every student in language arts.  The 

knowledge she has of readers, literacy and assessment allow her to speak comfortably 

with parents and other teachers.   

Despite teachers’ willingness to share practices that defied district expectations, 

ultimately an act of power and requiring confidence in personal expertise, teachers were 

honest and open about what they deemed as their shortcoming as reading teachers.  These 

voicings of self-doubt were more common in individual interviews and showed the 

vulnerability common among reading teachers trusted with the important tasks of moving 

students to grade level and placing them in reading intervention when they were not.  

They did not take their job lightly.  As Karen explained:  

I was really stressed out when I first started, and I was so stressed out about 

getting it right, getting it right. For a few tests, I left it blank or I'd go back and I'd 

say, "I forgot to write down the time." Or "I forgot," or "What if I missed a word? 
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What if they got that word right and I marked it wrong?" I was really stressed out 

about it.  

Teaching a heavily assessed content leads to more self-critique among teachers.  

Struggling students who repeatedly score poorly on assessments can cause a teacher to 

feel like a failure, and the pressure of testing makes teachers worried they will give an 

assessment incorrectly.   

Multiple teachers showed concerns about “getting it wrong” whenever they were 

scoring in an unavoidably subjective way.  Renee really worried she was marking 

expression inconsistently.  She shared, “I'm still sometimes like...’Ah! 3??? 2???? I don't 

know!’  Because, you know. It's just...I think that part of the scoring guide, until you're 

really comfortable with it... is just kind of a hard part to navigate.”  Her nervousness over 

scoring the comprehension section was alleviated by swapping assessments and scoring 

with other teachers of reading.  This was something her building coordinated and was not 

a district level practice.  Tori explained that her building no longer scored together which 

made her doubt her consistency especially when looking at assessments from transfer 

students that she felt she would not have scored the way the previous teacher scored.  

Karen said she wished there was time and training over how to look at data and score in a 

consistent way.  She also felt like she graded too easily on fluency.  Kate did not feel 

comfortable being the person who interpreted test results when the outcomes where so 

high stakes.  She felt competent only after being allowed to give and score the SSDRA 

side by side with an expert.  It was clear that teachers felt there was a right way to score, 

and they feared they would not score the test “the right way.”  .   
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Reading teachers feel extra job-related stress.  The assessment process 

appeared to take a toll on teachers.  Some complained about the sheer work that had to go 

into assessing students.  Karen talked about the organizational mess that went into the 

shuffling of assessments.  The middle school focus groups were very vocal about how 

much they appreciated not giving the DRA2 to 100 kids or more.  Because it was so time 

consuming they really appreciated that they now only give it to struggling readers.  The 

teachers at Bayberry said they had to give everyone the same passage just to streamline 

the process and as a result missed out on the use of the DRA2 to level and diagnose 

students.    

Using the STAR as a screen really increased the workload for teachers.  At each 

building teachers talked about the large number of students who performed below grade 

level on the STAR and who then needed an SSDRA or DRA2 as follow up.  Because 

many of these students were not enrolled in reading classes (in the case of Taft High 

school for example there were 250 that needed follow up testing) there was no obvious 

person to test these students or time to do so.  In many cases it fell on the shoulders of 

department chairs or simply did not get done.  Some buildings came up with ways around 

the mandate by looking at grades in core classes or making kids retake the STAR.  Very 

often, follow up testing revealed that these students did not actually need reading 

intervention.  At Walker, for example, all the work resulted in one new student being 

added to reading intervention, so it could be considered an ineffective use of manpower.  

No school faculty shared that they used the information from these assessments after 

screens to change instruction in any way.  The results were only used for placement 
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purposes and were not shared with English teachers.  This made the work even more 

menial.   

Teachers know the importance of assessments.  As Kate revealed, 

“Administrators are caring more now.  They are definitely paying more attention or at 

least they are making sure we’re paying attention.”  This increased surveillance seemed 

to coincide with a perceived lack of support.  Renee repeatedly talked about how nervous 

she was scoring students in subjective ways.  Though she appreciated her fellow reading 

teachers getting together to practice scoring fluency, it was never done with recordings of 

real readers.  Karen talked about how all reading teachers used to be given a day to score 

assessments and now the district will give one person per building a sub one time.  As a 

result she felt she had no time or group support for looking for patterns, talking through 

data or planning subsequent instruction.  These supports they craved were in place when 

each building had a literacy coach.  Teachers were increasingly asked to give more 

assessments with less support, making the job of a reading teacher increasingly more 

difficult.   

Kate, who had taught only core language arts classes for over twenty-five years 

before becoming a part of the reading assessment practice, explained how eye-opening 

her experience was and how it helped her address the stigma that surround reading 

teachers.  She shared hearing core teachers state, “I don’t know what the reading teachers 

are complaining about.  They have only ten kids in their class!”  She went on to explain 

that engaging in the assessment process at the building level gave her a whole new 

outlook as to how labor-intensive reading instruction is.  Few other classes report out so 

much data to the district.  Karen worried that she lacked clout as a teacher of reading.   
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Many regular education teachers are unaware of the challenges that face reading 

intervention teachers and judgment from others and self factor into the stress these 

teachers feel.  Few classes have such visible signs of success such as “releasing kids” or 

raising test scores.  Many teachers shared feelings of inadequacy that stemmed from 

working solely with some of the most challenging learners in the school and from not 

seeing the gains they hoped to see over the semester.   

Other stress came in the form of the harm they felt they were doing to students 

during the assessment process.  Renee was very concerned about denying students help 

during the assessment process.  She told the story of a student who complained that a text 

was confusing him because it kept jumping around.  She wanted so badly to point out that 

the author used flashbacks, but he knew she was not allowed to help students.  Many test 

critiques include the lack of social support in literacy assessment texts, which does not 

mimic literacy acts in the real world (Pearson, 1998).   

Tori highlighted how making kids read out loud to her while she judged them 

forced her to treat students in a way that made her uncomfortable.  It dehumanized her 

readers and measured a skill she placed lower value on.  It was one of the many ways 

testing positioned teachers and students into a power dynamic.  Though in some ways the 

student feels powerless, in a way the teacher is powerless to the district mandated 

assessment demands – demands that sometimes cause teachers to engage in practices that 

went against personal beliefs.   

Teachers were not comfortable with the way power played out  in various ways 

during the assessment process and how they were positioned as assessor.  It created a 
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tension between wanting what was best for kids and what was expected from the district, 

again creating a stress unique to reading teachers.   

Conclusion 

 Overall, teachers had much to add about reading assessments.  For teachers, 

assessments were about gathering data to inform instruction.  They had unique expertise 

about the administering and scoring of assessments.  They were able to use literacy 

expertise to critique assessments.  Reading teachers had an intimacy with reading 

students that allowed them to understand student needs and behaviors.  Furthermore, they 

offered insight into the unique stresses they felt both as teachers and assessors of reading 

intervention students.  The knowledge they can offer should demand their inclusion in 

important district decisions.   
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Chapter 7 
 

Bringing it All Together 

 In the previous three chapters I sought to answer my overarching research 

question:  

• What are the reported lived experiences of stakeholders as they engage in 

the process of using, taking, or mandating various assessments used to 

place students in secondary reading intervention?  

For this final chapter of data analysis I am addressing the following sub-questions:   

o In what ways are those experiences the same and/or different 

among the various stakeholders? 

o What are the intended and unintended consequences of these 

assessment practices?  

o How does power manifest in these acts?   

These questions are best answered by bringing the answers of all three stakeholders 

together.   

Common and Unique Experiences of Stakeholders 

 Everyone in the system sees certain components of assessment in similar ways..  

In other ways stakeholders had very unique insights.  The intersection of these 

similarities and differences are the heart of this research.   

 Similarities among the stakeholders.  All three interviewed groups revealed that 

their lived daily experiences were entrenched in assessment.  All could name multiple 

assessments and told of numerous times when these assessments were part of their daily 

life.  This mirrors the pervasiveness of literacy tests that have increasingly become such a 
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prominent part of American schooling (Jones, al, 1999; Sacks, 1997).  Furthermore, they 

all seemed to believe literacy was important and should be assessed.  All stakeholders 

seemed to buy in to societal narratives placing literacy as the most important skill to gain 

through schooling (Gee, 2007).  In this sense the three groups shared common goals 

around literacy achievement.   

All groups seemed to view students in reading as flawed somehow (Foucault, 

1982).  Reading students were “less than” because of their inability to perform normative 

literacy behaviors.  All groups seemed to believe in surveillance tools (in this case 

assessments) to discover readers’ flaws.  However, all three groups had doubts about the 

district assessments’ ability to accurately portray a student’s literacy capabilities due to 

motivation issues and weaknesses inherent in any assessment tool.  No one was really 

comfortable reducing students to a number, and yet tests did this on a regular basis.  This 

tension in testing confirmed other research on literacy testing in public schools (Jones et 

al., 1999, Jones & Egley, 2007; Dreher, 2012).  All three groups seemed unable to escape 

scientific/numeric measures of literacy, opting for reports that offered “truth” in the form 

of grade level equivalents and percentile ranks discovered through a 30 minute snapshot 

in time (Newkirk, 1975; Sacks, 1997; Williams, 2005).     

 Teachers and administrators recognized tension in testing (and there was even 

more tension that went undetected), yet both groups seemed relatively committed to the 

assessment process.  When describing dream assessments teachers and administrators 

showed disconnect between philosophies about literacy and current reading measurement 

practices.  However, no one proposed a radical rethinking of how assessments were done 

in schools. There seemed to be acceptance that despite shortcomings, that assessment as 



 200 

it was currently done was an unquestionably necessary component for the institution.  

The Habitualization common in schooling is a force that is very difficult to overcome 

(Berger & Luckmann, 1966).  Though small changes are often made, massive overhauls 

seem out of the question (English & Bolton, 2016).   

 Differences among the stakeholders.   There were some key differences in 

answers among stakeholders.  Often these presented as contradictions.  The 

administrators reported believing in shared leadership and felt they garnered input when 

changing assessments in the district.  Teachers felt quite the opposite.  In their minds 

assessment decisions were something that were dictated from higher up and often came 

without adequate training or communication so teachers could use them to the best of 

their ability.  This speaks to the power of Institutionalized Ethnography to reveal the 

different paths people walk in an institution based on the role they play (Smith, 2005).  It 

also speaks to the power of Feminist Standpoint Theory to use the voices of the less 

privileged to understand inner workings of organization (Bullis & Stout, 2000).  Though 

students had key insights about the assessment tools and how they approached them, no 

record was given of students every being asked to weigh in on the assessment process.  It 

did not appear the goal of shared leadership was realized when it came to assessment. 

This is unfortunate as it led to administrators feeling like teachers were not always using 

assessments as envisioned, but this stemmed from teachers feeling like the assessments 

were obligations without purpose.  Conversations between a representative group of 

organizational participants could help the purpose of assessments to be realized. 

 Administrators appeared to believe in the power of assessments to guide 

instruction, though they could not name which assessments were best for doing this.  
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They talked more about assessment as a concept, whereas teachers could name the ins 

and outs of specific assessments and revealed how they played out in the classroom.  

Administrators explained how assessments were used as part of the Professional Learning 

Communities process and assumed it was happening as envisioned in the classroom.  In 

reality, reading teachers were often operating as an island, with no co-teacher to 

collaborate with in the first place and no support for breaking students into smaller 

groups based on what assessments revealed.  Administrators cared deeply about the 

intervention system and believed in assessment to help it function.  Watching schooling 

as it plays out concretely would allow for a greater knowledge of the system including 

what the system really needed to operate well.   

 District administrators were vocal about wanting assessments to be part of the 

process of helping all students.  Building principals wanted assessments to help teachers 

AND students achieve at high levels.  Teachers had a stronger knowledge of how 

assessments actually helped instruction.  Teachers were especially fond of the SSDRA 

and DRA2 because it informed instruction and helped students improve their literacy. 

Students also revealed its benefits, but administrators hardly mentioned the SSDRA or 

DRA2.  In fact, one of the Communication Arts Coordinators had never even seen one in 

action.  Instead, administrator focus was largely on the STAR.  Teachers never really 

reported knowing how to teach a student based on their STAR score – they just knew 

they wanted scores to rise.  Interestingly, the STAR which was designed to be a screen, 

was being used to report on building performance via a scorecard, implying that 

assessments often had a purpose outside of helping students.  Contradiction exists in 

these various assessment practices.  Goodman (1971) reminds that a tests needs to be 
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based on a powerful theory of reading to have worth.  Helping draw lines between tests 

and what they embody about literacy will improve practice.   

While administrators stressed assessments as tools for flagging students for 

intervention, teachers seemed more concerned with how to teach kids based on what 

scores said students needed.   Categorizing students as just needing help was not as 

helpful as adjusting teaching based on diagnostic feedback.  Students, meanwhile, saw 

assessments as hurdles they had to jump over so they could be removed from reading 

intervention. Conversations around these assessments in testing could truly improve 

outcomes for all.   

Consequences of Assessment and Reading Intervention  

 Specifics of consequences of assessments can be found in the previous three 

chapters.  I would like to highlight the most prominent consequences, beginning with 

negative impacts for students.  Placement in reading intervention led to students feeling a 

stigma for being placed in reading intervention.  Being in reading class is a constant 

reminder of failure.  There are emotional consequences of living in a cycle of failure, but 

there are also more tangible consequences.  Students may start to embody the stigma 

label, even using it as justification of future failure (Goffman, 1963) until eventually 

growth becomes an eternally unrealized reality. Students in reading are more likely to 

develop a fixed mindset believing that they are inherently bad at reading and therefore 

reject opportunities to engage in work that might help them grow as readers (Dweck, 

 2006).  Furthermore, students in reading class may see the reluctance and defiant 

behavior common in reading classes and start replicating it and embracing it as part of 



 203 

their identity (Hacking, 2004).  Though meant to help, placement in reading intervention 

does seem to have some significant detrimental consequences for students.  

  For these same students opportunities were denied due to reading class – 

opportunities that could have lead to success in other areas of life.  Students in reading 

often could not take art, cooking or other career type elective classes, where they might 

have discovered a talent or passion that could help them become productive citizens.  

Their course load became more challenging, which sometimes made them resent reading 

even more. This is the opposite of what the system of assessment and intervention 

intended.  As pointed previously, these practices are especially harmful to minority 

groups who represent the achievement gap in schools (Froese-Germain, 2001).   

 For teachers there were many emotional consequences to being reading 

intervention teachers.  They felt the ongoing pressure to assess and had to constantly 

report the success or failure of their students, which often felt like personal success or 

failure (more often failure).  Because most buildings had only one reading intervention 

teacher, they had little collaboration.  Prior to the removal of literacy coaches they did 

benefit from the supportive guidance offered by their colleagues, but now most existed as 

an island.  Many of their classes were filled with the most behaviorally challenging 

students. Some were judged by colleagues who saw small reading class sizes and the 

general lack of curriculum guidelines as proof this class would be easier to teach.  On top 

of this they felt frustration over not being valued as experts when it came to assessment.  

Having their voices heard through the Rubric of Reading Behaviors (one of the three data 

points for admission into reading,) showed the positive emotional consequence of feeling 

valued and offered a potential for growth for the district through communication.   
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Power in Assessment  

 An important part of Institutional Ethnography is looking at how power is at work 

in institutions (Smith, 2005).  An understanding of power is best discovered through 

talking to the individuals living in the institution.  (Allen, 2000; Dougherty & Krone, 

2000).  When I began my research I was concerned about assessment impacts on  

reading students.  Through the course of interviews, I became more concerned about the 

pressure teachers felt from taking part in these assessments.  After careful analysis, I 

created the following graphic to try to explain this phenomenon. This figure represents 

the organizational map of ruling relations Dorothy Smith (2005) calls for in IE.   
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Figure 7.1.  A Visual Representation of Power and Resistance in schools.  This 

figure shows how a traditional hierarchy exists in schools, but that stratification is 

wrought with points of resistance.  Any given school is situated in society, which 

offers overarching power in the forms of a Grand Narrative about school and 

literacy.   

 

 This figure represents the stratified layer of schooling.  Administrators are at the 

top of a system and make decisions that trickle down through teachers and then to 

students.  Administrators decide on the assessments to be given and when to give them.  

They also create guidelines for what scores constitute placement in reading intervention.  

Administrators also generate the official reading placement list.  The tests and the lists 

are examples of texts that have agency in the organization (Smith, 2001).  Roles do 
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determine capacity to act (Smith, 2005), as administrators are more privileged with 

agency to make important decisions about assessments.   

Teachers actually give the assessments and communicate (or in some cases make 

private) performance feedback to students.  They also weigh in on decisions about 

placement in reading.  In class they have the power to dictate appropriate behavior and 

can offer instruction as they envision to students.   

Finally the student sits at the bottom, appearing as an actor with little agency as 

power is done to them.  Students are told how to act in class, what activities count as 

literacy and are routinely measured for competence by those in power.  Certain forms of 

literacy are privileged over others (Gilmore, 2003; Heath, 1983).In this sense the system 

of school is a top down system where power moves based on the hierarchy of 

stratification as illustrated by the placement of the actors the arrow representing power in 

Figure 7.1.   

Foucault (1998), however, reminds us that power is not simply done to people.   

It’s discursive and each site of power enacted creates an opportunity for resistance.  

Students have a variety of ways to negate this power.  They can refuse to participate in 

the assessment process.  Though not pervasively common, teachers told stories of 

students who ripped up tests, stormed out of class or simply refused to take the test.  All 

teachers talked about students who just clicked on answers in the STAR test, rendering 

the tool useless.  Reading class was created to help students improve reading abilities, but 

if they chose to not take part in the activities that would grow them as readers, such as 

engaging in independent reading, the system breaks down.  The classroom management 

issues present in reading classes, including arguments with teachers about having to take 
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the class in the first place, represent forms of resistance through refusal to “play school” 

as the system intends it to be played. In this sense resistance moves up through the 

system starting with the students as further illustrated in Figure 7.1.   

This system places teachers in a strange position as the only group that both exerts 

power and resistance and the only group that feels first hand the impact of power and 

resistance.  They are literally squeezed between the layers of actors as power moves up 

and down.   

Administrators work hard to create what they hope is a streamlined assessment 

system that will achieve better reading performance for students in the district, but they 

do not actually have access to the students in the district.  It is up to the teachers to carry 

out the assessment process as envisioned by those with the most power.  As teachers 

revealed, they engage in subtle forms of resistance during this process if they felt 

practices outlined were not best for students (Smagorinsky, 2009).  They admittedly 

ignore rules about prohibiting a student to attempt the comprehension section on the 

DRA2 and SSDRA passages when he or she lacked fluency proficiency.  They also 

ignored rules about counting dialect as erroneous.  Teachers occasionally provided 

background knowledge, sometimes even pronouncing words for students on passages 

they knew would be challenging.  Sometimes they gave students brief feedback during 

the assessment process and allowed students to revise answers accordingly.  They 

believed this would allow a more accurate window into what a child was capable of and 

kept them from feeling like they were unfairly challenging a student to do something the 

student would likely struggle with. Administrators felt some teachers even “fudged” 

scores, though no teacher revealed this. One administrator appreciated that this might 
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come from the intense pressure to show student performance.  Furthermore, teachers 

would consider factors outside the recommended assessment guidelines when suggesting 

students for intervention-- factors such as denying the student an important elective, or 

how the student would mesh with intervention providers.  Having taught the class, they 

could see how things would actually play out for each child placed in the class.  Teachers 

seized resistance moments when they could because they believed it was what students 

needed (Smagorinsky, 2009).   

Despite a commitment to doing what was best for students, teachers could not 

escape the power they had over them.  Teachers had to communicate performance scores 

to students and label them as struggling readers at times, an act that diminished students’ 

self-esteem and dictated their course schedules.  They had to punish students for refusing 

to participate in classroom activities and assessments. As Renee said, “They are trying to 

get out of class, but I can’t let them do that, because then (whispered) they win.”  

Teachers often reported power struggles with students as they tried to get them to 

participate in the system in a way that would allow the goals of the institution to be 

achieved.  Teachers share notions of what school should look like and when behavior 

prevents that, they act as disciplinarians. The notion of teaching and behaving being 

about winning and losing implies that students are often trying to put kinks in the system 

of schooling.  Teachers must uphold that system at all costs as their livelihood depends 

on it.  The habitualization (Bergman & Luckman, 1966) of schooling is sometimes most 

felt by teachers who so succeeded in and valued school that they returned to it as a 

vocation.   
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After creating a graphic that allowed me to see teachers positioned at the heart of 

this power and resistance, it became more understandable that they would feel the most 

stress from the assessment and placement process.  At these points of power and 

resistance, the impact points create pressure.  Teachers are feeling this pressure from the 

push down and the push back.  In interviews they revealed a strong desire to “get it right” 

and to deliver instruction and conduct assessments in a way that would better the students 

and stay true to the institutional goals.  At the same time they worried these assessments 

negatively impacted students and felt a stronger emotional connection to individual 

students than administrators did.  When students resisted, teachers were the direct target 

of their frustration, sometimes directly verbally attacked by students angry at the system.  

Teachers also felt the frustration of feeling unheard by administrators.  Figure 7.1 shows 

the multitude of places pressure originates in the system and how that pressure pushes on 

teachers. Though administrators feel pressure to serve students and society and students 

feel pressure to be seen as “normal,” the teachers feel the pressure as metaphorical child 

and adult.  They are the adult in charge in the classroom, but they are the employee 

(child) seeking approval by their district (parent)– fearing that they might get it wrong 

and sometimes blatantly “breaking the rules” when it came to assessment.   

The principals represent an interesting sub-layer of administration as they 

provided a buffer between teachers and district level administrators.  Often this position 

was used to provide support for teachers seeking out professional development for them 

and offering building level structures to help teachers score assessments.  They also 

spoke of teachers with pride and advocated for them as the district level.  They met more 

regularly with both teachers and district-level administrators.  Communication was 
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enhanced because of this layer.  This buffer represents potential supports that could be 

built into this system.  Literacy coaches, though no longer present in the district, 

represented a similar layer of support and communication.   

As shown in Figure 7.1 this school system exists within greater societal structure 

that has particular notions about how literacy and school should look.  These expectations 

come in the form of Grand Narratives (McCorkell & Meyers, 2003) that make literacy 

the epitome of all school skills and that demand this ability be measured (Gee, 2007).   

Because Americans live in a society that loves competition, this country actually has 

more tests that measure and rank more than any other nation (Kohn, 2000).  This is why 

the district continues to use the STAR as a screen, despite getting little more from it than 

and number and despite admitting it does little to inform instruction.  These Grand 

Narratives about literacy are also why students internalize messages of failure when they 

struggle with reading.  As Foucault (1982) predicts, the subject deemed as deficient 

eventually punishes him or herself for the “faults” measurements have found in him or 

her.  These societal expectations about school and literacy put pressure on the entire 

system and frame all assessment decisions.   

These Grand Narratives make it hard for individuals to envision how else school 

might look.   This research study is an attempt to show the consequences of these 

practices and shine a postmodern lens on choices made around literacy instruction and 

literacy assessment by calling into question popular assessment beliefs and practices.  I 

hope to “pull on a string” that might lead to some deconstruction of systems and practices 

that have long existed so they can be problematized and ultimately revisioned.  The final 

chapter will initiate some of this revisioning.   
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Chapter Eight  
 

Discussion 
 

The people who work most closely with children are likely to have developed 
what might be described as a dislike/hate relationship with standardized testing. 
But support for these tests seems to grow as you move away from the students, 
going from teacher to principal to central office administrator to school board 
member to state board member, state legislator, and governor… Educators in real 
classrooms are suspicious… Do we need standardized tests to assess student 
learning? Hardly. Our shelves are crammed with—and the best classrooms are 
defined by—much more meaningful and authentic strategies for finding out what 
students understand and where they need help. (Kohn, 2000, p. 251).   

 
 
Critical Moments Upon the Completion of this Research 

 
 I have had a child in public school for four years now.  My oldest daughter is in 

third grade and my middle is in first.  They are thriving.  Both are avid readers and 

writers.  My oldest just finished the entire Harry Potter Series the night before her ninth 

birthday.  My middle child recently took part in a research study that was supposed to 

take half an hour, but I almost missed picking up the youngest from daycare because the 

study required that she be given increasingly harder vocabulary tests until she maxed out.  

She made it to eleventh grade.  My love for language has became an integral part of who 

they are and has qualified them as “smart” in the most traditional ways.  I see this when I 

read their schoolwork; I feel this when we banter on the way home from school each day; 

I know this from their participation in the district’s gifted program.  Yet I found myself 

seeking the confirmation of competency through their STAR scores.  They attend a 

lottery public school, which has gained some autonomy from the district.  They assess a 

little differently.  Their previous principal once explained they have realized the best way 

to know how a child reads is to sit down and read with him or her.  But they give the 
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STAR test every year because it’s available even though they never report scores to 

parents.   

This spring I found myself emailing the district coordinator, a good friend of 

mine, to ask him to pull the scores for me.  When I found out they both read three grades 

above level, I was both simultaneously surprised (I thought they might be even higher.) 

and ecstatic.  I immediately texted my parents, just like I did when my youngest tested in 

the 90th percentile on her preschool screen.  Now that I have children of my own “Look at 

me mom and dad!  Look how smart I am!  Look at my test scores!” has become “Look at 

these extensions of me and their tests as further proof of my worth.”  This moment made 

me wonder if my research has been in vain.  If I can’t even convince myself that test 

scores are just one measure of intelligence, then how can I convince the world?   

 A few weeks later I gave the STAR test to my 8th graders in reading intervention.  

They claimed to be desperate to get out of reading intervention before they become high 

school students.  No one achieved the goal, and I prepared myself for defeat and 

confrontation.  Instead, the one girl most reluctant to be in reading sighed and said, “It’s 

not such a bad thing that I’ll be in reading one more year.  I need it to do well in all my 

classes.”  The next day the boy who has weighed most on my mind for the past three 

years turned to the class and said, “I want to be in reading next year.  I need to know 

there is a teacher I can rely on.”  Their perceived benefits of reading intervention, despite 

years of them telling me how much they dislike being forced to take it, makes me wonder 

if I am crazy to envision a discussion chapter in which I call into question the very act of 

reading intervention. My ambivalence overwhelmed me and almost paralyzed me from 

finishing my work.   
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 Then a week before I was to send my draft off to my committee, when I was in 

the throws of living in chaos, I came to school to find someone had organized my entire 

classroom.  It had been disheveled beyond explanation and imagination, but every book 

and paper had been given a temporary place (with notes telling me where) so that I could 

feel a sense of calm.  After some detective work I discovered it was our lead custodian, a 

26 year old who populated my reading class over a decade prior.  I was moved to tears.  

When I asked him about it he simply told me not to thank him and shared that he had 

heard me talk about the stress it had caused me.  I was struck by his ability to see order 

where none existed and then bring that order through hard manual work.  It is a skill I do 

not possess.  I am blessed that no one tests for this before college admittance.  Surely it is 

a skill that leads to success in adult life.  His kindness and talent left me convinced it was 

time to bring some finality to what I discovered and to make some recommendations 

accordingly.  For the ease of reading, I have organized these by findings paired with 

implications.   

Finding One: Many tensions surround school assessment.   

 No one is quite sure how to feel about assessment.  Administrators know that 

students should not be reduced to a single test score.  They know that many assessments 

do not match real world literacy tasks.  When describing their ideal assessment, many 

flaws with current assessments were revealed.  Regardless, they were very eager for tests 

scores to increase.  Administrators were adamant that scores not be used for more than 

they were intended for and that they always have meaning, yet test scores meant for 

screens were used on principal and district report cards.  Teachers were often asked to 

report scores without training on how to use those scores. Many contradictions between 
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beliefs and practice were implied in administrator interviews.  Teachers and 

administrators simply could not escape the notion that reading can be measured in a way 

that a score can be attached to ability (Newkirk, 1975; Williams, 2005).  These scores 

were trusted as truth (Sacks, 1997) and guided much of the work in the district including 

who got follow up testing, which buildings were the most successful and who should 

receive reading intervention.  

 Teachers knew reading was too complex of an act to measure in a standardized 

way.  Each was able to name the role culture and background knowledge play 

(Rosenblatt 1978, 1993; Vygotsky, 1978).  They saw negative impacts from testing for 

students including an unfair bias against minorities (Edelsky & Harman, 1988) who were 

then overrepresented in reading intervention classes.  As a result assessments often 

further disadvantaged those who were economic or ethnic minorities (Allington, 2002; 

Ladson-Billings, 2006; Lewis, Jones, Hancock & Hill-Jackson, 2009) as evidenced by the 

overrepresentation of these groups in reading intervention classes in the district.  

Regardless of these assessment concerns, they changed instruction based on assessment.  

They connected student and teacher success to increases in test scores. They ultimately 

bought into Grand Narratives about literacy and assessment (Gee, 2007).  These master 

narratives are perpetuated by those in dominant positions, and they make it hard for 

people to envision different ways of doing things (McCorkell & Myers, 2003).   

 Students admitted to not taking many assessments seriously, yet they felt flawed 

for not being able to perform well on them (Foucault, 1982).  They bought into these 

scores as indicators of capabilities (Sacks, 1997).  Despite trusting longer assessments 

with more authentic texts as better windows into their minds, they felt frustrated by 
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having to take these kinds of assessments.  After saying they often do not read the STAR 

and do not feel it shows what kind of reader they are, they revealed that they preferred 

this test because it was fast and on the computer.   

 Some of this tension in testing comes from an attempt to resolve popular 

narratives about assessment with contrary lived experiences.  Changing the lived 

experiences, or at least opening conversation around it could relieve some of this tension. 

As Sacks, 1997 points out, America has created a new caste system based on “scientific: 

measurements of intelligence.  America, which prides itself on being a meritocracy and 

land of the free can stomach a social stratification based on worth proven through 

intelligence.  However, this ranking based on standardized test scores is equally 

damaging and potentially flawed and limiting (Kohn, 2000).   

 Harrison (2004) outlines a Postmodern approach to reading assessment.  This 

approach would recognize meaning as contextually situated.  Because of this assessment 

would be done with attention to the local over the global.  Furthermore, students would 

be active participants in what counts as glimpses into the reader’s mind and would help 

build these accounts of comprehension.  These ideas might seem radical, but close 

examination reveals them as more logical and meaningful than many traditional forms of 

assessments. As a reading intervention teacher, I always try to create meaningful 

performance assessments.  To improve reading fluency we prepare reader’s theater events 

often tied to holidays and always in front of an actual audience.  To create a need to 

improve our research skills we prepare poster museums where students share learning 

from readings on a common theme as the community gathers to see this knowledge in 

action.  Other teachers highlighted library field trips to build self-selectors of text.  All of 
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these create motivation and worth outside of an arbitrary testing event.   

 Implications of finding one.  How much should we test?  How should we test?  

These are questions that weighed heavily on my mind as I interviewed teachers, 

administrators and students.  When administrators talked about assessment, they implied 

that assessment was one component of the “silver bullet” that would streamline 

instruction and improve outcomes for reading students.  In reality students rarely were 

dismissed from reading intervention and had experienced cycles of failure prior to 

becoming a junior high student.  This heavy reliance on testing by this district mirrors 

America’s heavy testing emphasis (Jones, et, al, 1999; Kohn, 2000).  No one interviewed 

seemed to even entertain the idea that the system could exist without testing as it was 

currently done as is often the case with change in schools (Bergman & Luckmann, 1966; 

English & Bolton, 2016).  To me, postmodernism is about making space in your brain for 

divergent thinking.  It allows us to call “challenge the status quo and supports silenced or 

marginalized voices” (Alvesson & Deetz, 2006, p.  257).  As I worked through my lit 

review and data analysis I found myself wondering what tangible benefits had this district 

seen from an increase in assessment.  Were students experiencing unprecedented 

success?  The truth is they were not.  I would venture to say this is true of the nation 

where literacy is the most tested skill in public schools and yet scores have remained 

stagnant since the early 1970’s (Gee, 2007).  What if standardized assessment as it looks 

today went away?  What might happen?  Isn’t it at least worth trying in some areas? If it 

went away it would not mean sacrificing a successful system.  Rather we would be giving 

up a flawed practice that didn’t seem to really raise scores anyway.  I would call for 

future researchers to find districts where an increase in assessment led to an increase in 
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success.  What practices were present in that district?  Of course, it would require 

agreeing on what we will consider success.  I hope it would be measured outside standard 

literacy assessments.   

 I would like to see a greater move towards marrying beliefs about literacy and 

tools to assess literacy.  It would be helpful to find more authentic measures of reading 

ability.  This could also help school systems broaden their definition around literacy and 

allow for more to feel successful with language acts.  As Gilmore, (2003) points out, if 

you use language on a daily basis you have language proficiency.  We must appreciate 

the rich variety of language skills different individuals bring to the table (Heath, 1983).  I 

do not propose answers to these questions around assessment because I do not even 

believe we are adequately open to the questioning of the practice of assessment.  Society 

would benefit from looking deeper into why assessment and high test scores are held in 

such high regard (Williams, 2005).  What are the dangers of placing such high 

importance on standardized test scores?  Even those who see the flaws fall back on the 

idea that we must have them for things like college entrance purposes, but other countries 

have other methods.  Why are we unwilling to consider them?  Engaging in 

deconstruction of the popularly held beliefs is the first step towards eventually finding 

answers.   

Finding Two:  Administrators care deeply about stakeholders but lack a connection 

to students and teachers - creating a mismatch between intent and outcome.   

I was moved by how deeply the administrators cared about students.  Every answer was 

deeply rooted in a strong desire for success for all students.  The thought of a student’s 

needs not being met caused them genuine concern.  They wanted to make sure no child 
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was failed by the system meant to serve them.  In their minds, success was as simple as 

finding an assessment that would identify student weaknesses and applying Response to 

Intervention to make that “not be the story.”  Furthermore, administrators wanted to 

support teachers as they carried out assessments and instruction that would help students.  

Interviews with administrators revealed tangible efforts to streamline work for teachers.   

 As much as administrators cared about students and staff, their answers were 

lacking of stories of individual students and teachers.  It seemed that administrators 

thought of students as a concept or a group in the system.  The district featured in this 

study is large and administrators have many groups they must worry about.  This led to 

some anonymity in decision-making.  These abstractions of students caused the 

individual aspect to be removed, which is convenient but can lead to short-sightedness 

(Hayakawa & Hayakwa, 1990).  When large organizations use texts to coordinate action 

across multiple sites, this organization becomes a form of societal control (Devault, 

2006).  Assumptions were made about how helpful assessments actually were and how 

instruction changed accordingly.   A perfect example of this was the discussion of the 

Response to Intervention approach that surfaced prominently in conversations with 

administrators.  They saw it as a very helpful practice and believed assessment was key 

for making the practice a reality.  More careful analysis would allow administrators to see 

most reading intervention teachers taught in isolation and lacked the collegial support and 

time to analyze data let alone plan lessons based on that data.  Learning about the lived 

experiences of teachers and students would help administrators see the kinks in the 

system.  Administrators could spend more time in classrooms, especially during 

assessment windows to deepen this learning.  Likewise, teachers should be aware of the 



 219 

factors administrators have to consider when making decisions about assessment.  These 

fixes would be easy to implement and would have far reaching impacts.   

 Implications of finding two.  The lines of communication must be opened 

among stakeholders.  Though the central office administrators reported seeking input 

about testing decisions, building principals felt like they did not even get a voice about 

assessments would be given.  Teachers did not even feel like they were trained to use the 

assessments well.  There were no reports of students being consulted regarding tests used 

by the district.  During interviews each stakeholder group was able to share unique 

insights regarding the assessment process and each group offered ideas that could serve 

as seeds for improving instruction.  Tapping into the expertise based on experience could 

help administrators achieve their goal of positive outcomes for all students.  I would 

recommend creating focus groups comprised of all stakeholders to allow for this 

communication.  It is not enough to ask for feedback; time and space for reflective 

thought should be built into organizational practices.  Freire (1970) through his theory on 

Praxis highlights the power of dialogue to break the culture of silence among the 

oppressed.  Negative self-images and acceptance of power differentials can be broken 

when the oppressed are invited into conversations about power structures.   

 This district offered a ray of hope and guidance for other districts struggling with 

improving lines of communication around student literacy performance.  Halfway 

through this research study the district added a Rubric of Reading Behaviors that allowed 

teachers to provide opinions on who needed reading.  Teachers felt so appreciative of this 

addition.  When they felt they were being heard, the teachers began to feel empowered.  

Teachers were uniquely situated to understand each student as a reader and knew about 
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subtleties not demonstrated on more standardized assessments.  Through the course of 

instruction over various texts teachers start to see through discussion and written 

responses who “gets it” and who doesn’t.  This visible comprehension across multiple 

days should mean as much or more than how a student does with one text on one day.   

Sadly, an increased interest in testing has led to more investment in test preparation 

materials and less in professional development to continue developing the expertise of 

teachers (Allington & Gabriel, 2012).  This shows a culture of disrespect towards 

teachers that must be righted if positive educational changes are to occur.  Unfortunately, 

newer teachers are often less trained on a wide variety of assessment tools as teacher 

observational practices have become less valued.  If we are to embrace more authentic 

formative assessments they must become an integral part of teacher training programs.  

This practice might help teachers revalue their own power and expertise in addition to 

influencing the general public.   

 Student responses about assessment gave me an idea for a better assessment that 

combines the power of the STAR and SSDRA.  Students enjoyed taking a literacy test on 

the computer.  They saw the SSDRA as a better window into what they were capable of.  

Perhaps an assessment could be designed that offers a single cohesive text (like the 

SSDRA) with a chance to summarize and answer questions on the computer.  This would 

eliminate the paper shuffle of assessment using the SSDRA and would place data in the 

computer for communication across grades.  This is an idea I would not have had until I 

interviewed students.  This shows the power of including them in the decision processes 

as well.  Who is better suited to know that impact of any given assessment or its strength 

at getting at what is happening in a student’s brain as he or she reads?  
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 Because the voices of stakeholders revealed powerful insights, I suggest that 

future research consider bringing in the voices of parents, the board and general 

community.   

Finding Three: Power manifested in acts of assessment and teachers felt the impact 

of this power most tangibly.   

 Assessment acts were wrought with power (Foucault, 1998).  Participants in 

organizations are simultaneously ruler and ruled (Campbell, 1998).  The administrators 

had the power to select tests and define consequences for performance.  Teachers had the 

ability to give tests in the way they felt most effective.  Students could refuse to perform 

to capacity on assessments.  Each act positioned players within the system in certain 

ways and defined and narrowed possibilities in schools.   

 Teachers felt this impact of the assessments most tangibly.  They felt the direct 

pressure from administrators to enact assessment guidelines per district policy.  They also 

felt the stress of being the person responsible for the student scores on the assessments.  

These pressures were hardest for teachers who felt student success was at the heart of 

their profession.  Repeated failure and working in isolation made the work of a reading 

intervention teacher especially difficult.  Another cause of the pressure teachers felt came 

from the resistance from students and the pressure down from administrators.  As a result, 

teacher resistance was often covert and came with the consequence of feeling like they 

were breaking rules.  It is not uncommon to see teacher burnout higher in intervention 

teachers.  

 

Figure 7.1 serves as reminder of the pressure situation created by assessment and societal 
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expectations about literacy.   

 

 Implications of finding three.  Recognizing how power plays into assessment 

could guide all other conversations about assessment.  Considering the role of power 

could help us carefully consider how certain groups are unfairly disadvantaged in schools 

and how assessment is tied to that disadvantage. Teachers and administrators need to 

spend time problematizing notions of competence in literacy (Gee, 2007).  For me this 

meant wide reading from less main-stream researchers like Perry Gilmore (2003).  A 

simple four page piece by her made me completely rethink literacy competence.  A step 

in the right direction might be having undergraduates read these divergent thinking pieces 

as part of their undergraduate experiences.  Those who are conducting such research need 

to work hard to have their voices heard.  Engaging in Critical Postmodern study of 

organizations (Alvesson & Deetz, 2006) can help reveal practices in need of change. 

Promising ideas can be found from countries using alternative assessment.  Talking to 
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colleges who have moved to alternative forms of assessment to assist in admissions and 

scholarships decisions could begin making space for alternative thinking about these 

practices.   

 From a much broader perspective, society needs to work to value all sorts of 

intelligence and talents and all career paths that fall in line with individual strengths.  

Language is intricately connected to this.  Though literacy is inarguably a powerful skill, 

not everyone is going to perform acts of literacy in the same way (Heath, 1983).  

Language is incredibly personal and deeply tied to culture (Vygotsky, 1978).  Students 

language skills would be better fostered at school instead of judged as deficient (Heath, 

1983; Labov, 1963 & Purcell-Gates, 1995).  Policy makers need to allow teachers to do 

so without significant interference of harsh timelines and standardized assessments that 

punish those who do not meet the mold (Foucault, 1982).  

Finding Four: Students experience significant stigma as struggling readers and lose 

opportunities due to reading intervention.  

 Teachers and students were acutely aware of the stigma attached to being a 

struggling reader.  Students felt “less than” because of the label and stigma that came 

with placement in reading intervention (Goffman, 1963; Meisenbach, 2010).  

Furthermore, this placement meant students lacked classes of choice like choir, industrial 

tech or art.  These are often the classes that allow students to discover and hone talents 

that could help them earn an income as an adult.  Kohn, 2000 talks about how we teach 

less and less of what matters the more we embrace standardized testing and narrow 

definitions of literacy.  Furthermore, students in intervention often miss out on 

unstructured work time to complete the heavy work load of content classes – often made 
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heavier for those who already struggle with reading and writing.  Reading intervention 

class creates extra curricular demands and extra content to master.  My research suggests 

that this class, as it plays out in this district, is meant to help students but often has the 

opposite impact on them.   

Implications of finding four: Should we do reading intervention?  Conducting 

interviews made me feel, the negative associations with being placed in this district’s 

reading intervention program might outweigh the negligible gains students in the class 

experienced.  Students in the class often adopted the stigma associated with being 

struggling readers (Goffman, 1963).  This stigma came up in every group interviewed 

with a heavy focus in teacher and student interviews.  The fact that the class was framed 

as a bad place to be and something to “get out of” proved that this stigma is real.  This 

stigma led to internalization of failure and in some cases the belief that reading was 

something they would simply never be good at (Dweck, 2006).  Misbehavior also 

resulted from this stigma making reading classes especially stressful for students and 

teachers.  In some cases intensified misbehavior became a part of the performance of 

struggling readers (Hacking, 2004).  Also, sometimes misbehavior alone landed students 

in reading intervention.  Once in reading intervention some students experienced a 

deepened dislike for reading.  It begs the question if reading intervention is worth the 

time and resources poured into the course.  I would recommend that districts consider 

other modes of delivering instruction.  How can literacy efforts be stronger school wide?  

Could reading specialists be housed in content classes to provide support without 

stigmatization?  How can the support be given in the context of the traditional 

curriculum?  All students deserve rich and appropriate instruction.  This instruction 
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should not come with the cost of a negative self-opinion and denied opportunities.  I 

recommend not having a special room designated for reading.  Something happens to 

students as they cross the threshold into the room designated for reading intervention.  

Conversations can be heard in the hallway about who has to go to that room and why.  I 

would prefer every student take an extra fifty minutes of reading a day.  Another 

possibility could be that no one takes a class designated as reading and instead the 

reading and writing necessary for success in any given area is taught within the context of 

that area.    

 Part of removing this stigma involves the revaluing of skills other than literacy.  

Though important, others skills are also important.  What if school was full of invitations 

for students to recognize areas of strength and weakness?  What if weakness became a 

normal part of everyone’s life and all people worked to plan personal goals for 

improvement on the areas they chose to focus on?  Though whether or not to work 

towards improvement would never be a choice, areas of improvement could involve 

students so they could feel ownership in these areas.  Life is a challenge for those who 

struggle to exercise regularly and make wise food choice, yet we do not force overweight 

students into a special class to remediate their weight.  This thought process could be 

extended to a wide variety of areas of improvement students might need.  Somehow 

reading gets top status.  This makes it especially hard to be a person who struggles with 

literacy.  Broadening our minds and measures to recognize the talents of all would be 

more beneficial than punishing those who lack the talents most appreciated due to grand 

narratives about what counts as knowledge.    

Final Thoughts 
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After my classroom was cleaned it became the talk of the school.  Everyone is 

aware of my organizational deficiencies, and they playfully tease me about it while 

simultaneously saying, “I don’t know how you do it all.”  But I don’t do it all.  I just have 

somehow become good at what matters in school.  My skills will earn me a PhD and 

subsequent admiration only because someone ranked them higher than the skills of 

maintaining an orderly environment. I kept telling people at work that I cannot do what 

our night custodians do, and I have the ultimate respect and admiration for them as a 

result.  While talking to a colleague, she adamantly agreed with me and expressed her 

frustration over recent curriculum changes and testing demands.  She feels they cause us 

to dismiss our students who might be best suited for careers where they work with their 

hands first and foremost.  She explained how humbled she is every time she needs a 

plumber or has her car repaired because someone can do that and she cannot.   She 

depends on these workers.  I became impassioned and told her that I worry that as 

successful as these people are they might always say, “I’m JUST a plumber” or “I’m 

JUST a mechanic” because they never did well in school. Instead of seeing their trade as 

something they are uniquely capable of doing, they might view it as a fall back reserved 

for those who aren’t as intelligent as those who go into careers which require extra 

schooling.  Our society does not demonstrate value for these talents (Sacks, 1997) as 

evidenced by our unwillingness to give the people who perform this work a living wage.  

In many ways society has to change before schools can change or we will be 

exacerbating injustices.   

 I have heard that your research doesn’t matter unless you can explain it to 

someone outside the field and have them “get it” so I decided to try this with my aunt 
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over dinner recently. Prior to our conversation I never knew she struggled with reading 

and writing all her life and felt inferior as a result.  Instead of college she moved right 

into parenting and nannying.  She is a wonderful caretaker of children and takes true joy 

in what she does.  She told me that she has always felt like she was “just a babysitter” and 

felt she needed to apologize for her lack of schooling.  As I predicted, she modified her 

career with the word “just.”  This word does not describe the impact she has had.  

Because of her, others can live more enriched lives.  This is a feat to be proud of.  When I 

asked her if my work made sense she said, “It makes total sense.  I lived your work. 

Maybe I can start saying I am an awesome nanny when people ask what I do.”   

This conversation led me to wonder what this means for me and my children who 

are awesome at school.  Should we feel less?  Does it not really matter in the bigger 

scheme of things?  Are we perpetuating the unfair power structure in society?   After 

some reflection I decided we could take pride in our strengths.  Just as my aunt and 

former student turned custodian should embrace where their talents lie, I should too.  I 

could not have created this work without these skills.  I should use my talents to bring 

order and enrichment to the world around me. If I can find the right audience I can use 

my work to open minds to the notion that all individuals should be encouraged and 

valued so they can do the same.  May this be my new measure of success.   
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Appendix A 
 

 Sample Star Questions  
From (http://www.renaissance.com/Products/Star-Assessments/Star-Reading/Sample-

Items) 
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Appendix B  

Sample Star Report  

 

 

 

 

1
6

This report provides each student’s results
for the earliest and most recent STAR
Reading tests taken within the report date
range. Teachers use this report to monitor
students’ improvement in reading.

Shows an average of 5 points growth for
the class between pretest and posttest.

Matthew has experienced growth
this school year—an increase of
10 percentile points in 8 months.
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Appendix C 

Sample DRA Materials 

Follow this link to a brochure of sample questions and stories.   

http://assets.pearsonhomeschool.com/asset_mgr/current/201327/ReaBro121705DRA2+sa

mpler_lo.pdf 

 

From “Developmental Reading Assessment”, N.D.   
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Appendix D  

Spring 8th and 9th Grade SSDRA Materials  

(The spaces for answers have been deleted.  The text is not available due to copyright.) 

Student Booklet – Spring 9th Grade  
 

Revised :8-4-08 
 
Student Name: _______________________________________   Date: _____________________ 
 
Grade: ________     Teacher: ____________________________________________________ 
 
List four predictions you had after reading the first part of text.   
 
 
!  1. LITERAL COMPREHENSION: 
 Answer these questions about the story.  You may use the story if needed. 
 

1. Where did the girl live when she was young?   
2. What was the problem with a girl being good at math?   
3. What trick did her Dad teach her to help memorize the multiplication table?   
4. At the end of the story, what is the woman’s profession?   
 
 

 !  2. INFERENTIAL COMPREHENSION: 
 Answer these questions about the story.  You may use the story for clues if needed. 

 
1. Why were there so few people in her college math classes?  

 2. Why was it difficult for her to give up her study of math?   
3. Is the woman in the story a leader or a follower?  Give one detail or example from the text to 
support your answer.  

 4. Why is it important to have “fiery breath” for the work you do in life?   
 
!  3. SUMMARY: 

Use the story and other information from your Student Booklet to write a summary of  this story.  
Remember that a summary is organized, logical and is written in your own words.   It tells the key 
concepts, uses key vocabulary words, and includes insightful understanding about the story. 

!  4. METACOGNITION: 
 1. Name a strategy you used while reading this story.  

2. Explain how using this strategy helped you make sense of the text or reach insightful 
understanding about the text.  Be sure to include an example of a specific place where you used 
the strategy. 
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Appendix E 

READING INTERVENTION - TEACHER OBSERVATION RUBRIC 
 

      Instructions: Please fill out the following rubric for any student who scored below 25th PR on  
STAR Reading in your course or for whom you have concerns about their reading ability in your 
content area and promptly return the form to your building Reading Specialist for reading  
intervention consideration.  Please be candid in your evaluation – 
we want to ensure that only those who truly need supplemental reading intervention  
services are placed in such a course. 

 
      
Student Name: ______________________________     Grade: _____     School: _________________ 

Always Usually Sometimes Rarely 
 The student resists or avoids reading on-level classroom texts 1 2 3 4 
    Ex: Student refuses to independently read an article in-class when most other students are on task 

     The student's reading fluency/stamina negatively affects his/her classroom success 1 2 3 4 
    Ex: Student struggles with keeping up with the amount of reading being assigned for classwork or 

on assessments 
     The student's literal comprehension interferes with understanding on-level classroom texts 1 2 3 4 

    Ex: Student cannot paraphrase or summarize most of what he/she just read 
     The student's inferential comprehension interferes with understanding on-level classroom texts 1 2 3 4 

    Ex: Student cannot recognize connections, make predictions, or draw conclusions from elements of 
what they read 

     The student struggles with general academic (non-content-specific) vocabulary 1 2 3 4 
    Ex: Student often doesn't know the meaning of words like "formulate", "relative", "itemize" or 

“dignified" 
     

      

Always Usually Sometimes Rarely 
  1 2 3 4 
  

      1 2 3 4 
  

      1 2 3 4 
  

      1 2 3 4 
  

      1 2 3 4 
  

      
      
 

SCORE:   
   

  
20-15 Independent/Instructional Reader 

  
14-11 On Watch 

  
  

10-7 Intervention 
  

  
6-5 Urgent Intervention 

 
 

 
SCORE:   

  
   

20-15 Independent/Instructional 
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Reader 

   
14-11 On Watch 

 Appendix F - Research Questions 
  

10-7 Intervention 
  

For Colleagues - 
1) Tell me about your history in education. 
2) What is your current position and history and that position? 
3) Talk to me about the assessments currently used for 8th and 9th graders as they 

are considered for reading intervention. 
a. What are they?  When do you give them?  How long do they take?  

When do you get the results?  How do you prepare for them?  What does 
the delivery look like?  What is the person being tested doing and what 
are the other kids doing? 

4) What information do you desire from these assessments? 
5) What information do you feel you are getting from these assessments? 
6) What happens to the following stakeholders based on the results of these tests? 

a. Students? Parents?  Teachers?  Building?  District?  State? 
7) Tell me a memorable story about reading assessment. 
8) What are the strengths of our current reading intervention assessments?  Or 

assessment practices? 
9) What are the weaknesses of our current assessments/assessment practices? 
10) Describe your dream assessment if you could design one – what would it look 

like?  What would it do?  How would it be administered?  When would you get 
the data back?  What would you do with the data? 

11) What do you think the other stakeholders think about these tests? 
12) What did you expect me to ask you that I didn’t? 

 
Student questions 

1) Tell me about yourself as a reader. 
2) Talk to me about learning to read.  – What about learning to read at home?  

What about learning to read at school? 
3) Do you like to read? 
4) What do you like to read? 
5) Tell me about some of the reading tests you have had to take in school? 
6) Did you ever take……. ?  Tell me about 
7) What is your earliest memory with a reading test? 
8) Tell me a story about reading tests from any point in your life. 
9) Why do you think you are in a reading class? 
10) How do you feel about being in a reading class? 
11) Do you know the process for not being in reading class anymore?  What is it? 
12) Tell me about the reading test you just took. 

a. Did you prepare for it in anyway?  Describe your effort when you took 
it.  How do you think you did on it? 

13) What do the following people think about reading tests? Teachers?  
Administrators? Your parents? 

14) Is there anything else you want me know about reading tests? 
  

6-5 Urgent Intervention 



 246 

 
 
Additional Questions for Administrators (They will also be asked the colleague 
questions.) 
District 
1) What factors into your decisions regarding which assessments are chosen? 
2) Are you constrained by state and local policies? 
3) As you choose an assessment what teacher, student and board member decisions 
do you weigh? 
 

 
Focus Group Protocol 

 
I. Students will meet with the PI in the conference room at their school 
building. 
II. Students will be reintroduced to PI and reminded of the purpose of the 
study. 
III. Students will be asked to state their name, grade and current reading 
class. 
IV. Students will hear a series of questions and be encouraged to answer any 
that they feel like answering.  They should take natural turns.  They may skip 
any questions they want to. 
a. What are your thoughts on being in reading class? 
b. What is your favorite thing about reading class? 
c. What is your least favorite thing about reading class? 
d. Do you feel that there are advantages to being in reading class?  If so, 
what? 
e. Do you feel like there are disadvantages to being in reading class?  If so, 
what? 
f. How do you get picked for reading class? 
g. What is your class like on reading testing days? 
h. What do you think of reading tests? 
i. What advice can I give your teachers about reading class and/or reading 
tests? 
j. What else would you guys like to talk about on this topic? 
V. Students will be thanked for their participation and will return to class. 
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Appendix G – Sample Assent Form 

       

Dear Student,  
 
I would like to complete a research project about reading assessments.  The title of the 
project is: Shared and Individual Perceptions of Reading Interventions Assessments.  I 
am excited to see what I can learn from your opinion on the reading assessments you 
complete.  Participation is totally voluntary.  It will not affect your grade in anyway.  You 
will not have to do any extra work.  I will just be gathering information based on 
assessments that we are doing anyway.  I will need permission from your parent or 
guardian and from you before I get started. 
 
My research will involve audiotaped interviews.  You will be interviewed once by yourself 
and once in a group.  These interviews will last 20-30 minutes.  You can skip any 
questions.   I will also collect your assessments.  I will also take notes over what I see 
when you take your tests.   
 
If I share anything I have learned from the project, you will not be identified in any way.  I 
will keep your name and the school’s name private.  I will use a false name for you.  If 
you agree, and later change your mind, you can decide to stop participating at any point.   
 
If you have any questions during the study you may talk to me at any time.  You may 
also contact an MU advisor, Dr. Carol Gilles at gillesc@missouri.edu or at 573-882-
8498.  If you questions about research on human subjects, you may contact the Campus 
Institutional Review Board at 573-882-9585.   
 
If you are willing to be included in my research, please sign below to show your 
agreement.   
 
 
I , __________________, agree to participate in this research study: 
 
Signature________________________________     Date _______________________ 
 
 
Thanks so much –  
Danielle Johnson  
dajohnso@columbia.k12.mo.us 
573-303-2160 
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Vita  

 

Danielle Johnson graduated in May of 2000 from The University of Missouri-

Columbia with a bachelor’s degree in Secondary English Education and an additional 

certification in Speech and Theater.  Since then she has taught a variety of Language Arts 

courses at a middle school in the area with a primary focus on teaching reading 

intervention.  Since 2013 she has served as a Reading Specialist for the district and is 

housed in the middle school where she has spent her entire career.   

In 2001 she completed a masters in Curriculum and Instruction through the MU 

Fellows program while simultaneously completing her first year of teaching.  A big 

believer in this program, she was proud to serve as a mentor for the program for five 

years which allowed her to work intensively with ten different first year teachers in a 

wide variety of contents.   

 Since enrolling in a doctoral program, Danielle has had the pleasure of serving as 

a research assistant and teaching assistant.  She has taught over six different courses 

including both online and face to face in both the graduate and undergraduate programs.  

Teaching adults has become a passion, and she has been happy to do so in a variety of 

ways including as a Teacher Consultant for the Missouri Writing Project.   

Danielle has been happy to publish in a variety of professional journals and 

present at a wide range of conferences despite juggling graduate school and full time 

teaching.  She is constantly seeking out new ways to engage in the field of literacy and 

has found that saying yes more often than no creates opportunities to learn more about 

students of all sorts.   
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Her biggest passion is her family.  She is married to a math teacher and has three 

lovely little girls who love school.  They love to converse about the world around them 

and to go on adventures whenever they can.  

Completing this PhD program has been one great adventure.  Danielle cannot wait 

to see what else lies ahead in the field of literacy - though she hopes to take a brief break 

to read the fiction books that have been piling up on her Kindle for the past ten years.   

 

 

 

 


