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Literature Review

Reading is a crucial part of learning and academic success. For those students who have 

difficulty reading, school can become a frustrating place. This phenomenon is only perpetuated 

as students get older, instruction becomes more content heavy and less time is spent explicitly 

teaching reading skills. Then, “as the achievement gap in reading widens, a large number of 

middle school students struggle in all areas of academics—especially students from racially and 

ethnically diverse backgrounds” (Shippen, Houchins, Steventon, & Sartor, 2005, p. 175-176). 

If nothing is done to intervene, these struggling readers will continue to fall further and further 

behind. This leaves many middle school teachers wondering how they can most effectively 

help improve students’ reading abilities, while considering the context of the middle school 

classroom. 

It is becoming more widely recognized that explicitly teaching reading comprehension 

strategies is a powerful way to help struggling students become better readers (Eilers & Pinkley, 

2006; Van Keer & Vanderlinde, 2010); however many middle school struggling readers are 

also missing the pre-requisite linguistic skills (phonetics, phonology, and English orthography) 

that allow them to make correct associations between sounds and letters in the English language 

(Calhoon, Sandow & Hunter, 2010). With a skill deficit in word attack skills, reading becomes 

slow, laborious, and confusing; subsequently, reading comprehension suffers. Generally, 

decoding skills are taught in early elementary then abandoned in the later grades (Calhoon et al., 

2010), but is it possible that explicitly teaching these skills to struggling middle school readers 

will help them read and comprehend grade level material more effectively? 
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In order to answer the question, “What effect will teaching decoding skills to struggling 

middle school readers have on those students’ grade level reading comprehension abilities?” one 

must explore the topics of middle school reading interventions and their effectiveness, as well 

as the relationship between various fluency based/linguistic skills and comprehension abilities.  

This paper includes a thorough, but by no means exhaustive, literature review on those topics, 

with peer reviewed literature spanning from 1999 to 2011.

Explicit Strategy Instruction

Though there are different opinions regarding the type of reading intervention that should 

take place in order to assist struggling middle school readers, multiple sources support explicit 

strategy instruction (Algozzine, McQuiston, O'Shea, & McCollin, 2008; Manset-Williamson 

& Nelson, 2005; Shippen et al., 2005).  “Recent research suggests that effective decoding 

instruction should be explicit and systematic; that is, decoding should be taught intentionally in 

a logical sequence, rather than embedded within more global literacy experiences” (Whitaker, 

Harvey, Hassell, Linder & Tutterrow, 2006, p. 15). Manset-Williamson and Nelson (2005) 

performed a study that compared two intervention programs that focused on decoding, fluency 

and comprehension skills.  Their purpose was to determine whether “balanced, systematic 

and intensive reading instruction” (Manset-Williamson & Nelson, 2005, p. 62) would result 

in meaningful reading improvement in older students and if explicit instruction of specific 

comprehension skills would improve the results. After a five week span, Manset-Williamson 

and Nelson (2005) identified meaningful learning, equating up to approximately a half a year’s 

growth for both groups.  There were specific areas where one group out-performed the other, but 

overall, more explicit comprehension instruction garnered the best results. 
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Relationship between Various Fluency Based Skills and Reading Comprehension

There is also a strong correlation between decoding, fluency skills and reading 

comprehension abilities (Algozzine, et al., 2008; Apel & Swank, 1999; Diliberto, Beattie, 

Flowers, & Algozzine, 2009; Klauda & Guthrie, 2008; Rasinski, Rikli, & Johnston, 2009).  

Many of these skills are a focus of elementary years but abandoned in explicit instruction by 

middle school (Apel & Swank, 1999; Rasinski, et al., 2009).  However, the literature supports 

the notion that older struggling readers can benefit from learning similar skills as their younger 

counterparts (Algozzine, et al., 2008; Apel & Swank, 1999; Klauda & Guthrie, 2008; Rasinski, et 

al., 2009).  In their study, Apel and Swank (1999) worked with a 29 year old university student 

named Brad, to determine his specific reading deficiencies, along with a reading intervention that 

could help him to improve his reading ability.  Based on the information they gained through a 

series of assessments, Apel & Swank (1999) decided to target “Brad’s phonological awareness, 

phonetic decoding skills and VOIs” (p. 237).  After 33 hours of targeted intervention, Brad made 

significant gains in his overall reading ability, growing 3-5 grade levels.  Due to the success of 

their intervention, Apel and Swank call for more research in the area of reading intervention 

strategies that focus on specific skill building for older students (1999).

Klauda and Guthrie (2008) performed a study to determine “direction of causality 

between fluency and comprehension” (p. 312).  278 fifth-grade students, from three schools in 

a mid-Atlantic state, were assessed using a number of different reading tests.  The results were 

analyzed using the following variables: “word recognition speed, syntactic processing, phrasing, 

passage level processing, background knowledge, inferencing, and reading comprehension” 

(Klauda & Guthrie, 2008, p. 315).  Not surprisingly, they discovered that there was strong 
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correlation between the different variables; “the students who demonstrated the highest 

performances in reading comprehension also displayed (a) fast recognition of isolated words; (b) 

adeptness in processing phrases and sentences as syntactic units while engaged in oral and silent 

reading; and (c) appropriate, consistent expression when reading stories and information text out 

loud” (Klauda & Guthrie, 2008, p. 317). It was also discovered that reading fluency predicted 

reading comprehension abilities 12 weeks later and vice versa. Similarly, Rasinski, et al. (2009) 

found that fluency and comprehension continue to hold a strong correlation through to middle 

school.  They add that fluency should be looked at in terms of prosody, not just reading rate 

(Rasinski, et al., 2009). 

Decoding Strategies and Skills

In order to ensure that a reading intervention is successful it is important to hone in on 

the specific strategies and skills that need to be addressed. As reading becomes more complex, 

students need access to word attack skills that will help them navigate through new vocabulary.  

Whitaker et al. (2006) tested the effectiveness of a decoding strategy that transitioned 

students from using sight words into the orthographic stage. “The use of the FISH strategy 

enabled students to learn a systematic approach to looking at unknown words and decoding 

them by analogizing and using onsets and rimes.” (Whitaker et al., 2006, p. 18). The findings of 

the study indicated that once explicitly taught, the students were able to transfer the skills they 

learned decoding familiar words to unknown words using the FISH strategy (Whitaker et al., 

2006). Whitaker et al. (2006) argue that:

 The study of onsets and rimes offers a friendly route to phonics and decoding. The fewer 

demands for phonemic awareness, blending, memory, and phonics rules make decoding 
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with onsets and rimes a much more accessible strategy for young, inexperienced, and at-

risk readers (Whitaker et al., 2006, p. 15).

While the FISH strategy offers a simple way to introduce decoding skills, it will be 

important to see if it can be applied effectively to more complex middle school level words in 

order to be applicable to struggling middle school readers.

On the other end of the spectrum, some intervention programs are much more 

comprehensive and technical. Calhoon et al. (2010) performed a study that aimed to find a more 

effectively structure for remedial reading interventions for middle school students with RD. The 

teachers involved provided direct instruction in the areas of linguistics skills, spelling, fluency, 

and comprehension using different organizational formats and time frames. Specifically in 

regards to linguistic skill improvement, the results indicated that the additive module (separate 

linguistic skills instruction), versus integrated or alternating modules, produced significantly 

better results (Calhoon et al., 2010). As a part of the linguistic skill instruction, teachers 

explicitly taught word attack strategies (segmenting and telescoping), while also focusing on 

orthographic exercises (included as an adaptation for older aged students). The intervention 

was very successful with gains being seen across all modules (Calhoon et al., 2010). With 

the sufficient time and appropriate resources, this type of remediation program would be very 

effective for struggling middle school readers.

Another program was studied called, “Phono-Graphix” (C. McGuinness & G. 

McGuinness, 1998). “This program utilizes explicit instruction techniques and addresses the 

core skill areas of phonemic awareness, blending, segmenting, and letter-sound correspondence” 

(Endress, Weston, Marchand-Martella, Martella & Simmons, 2007, p. 4). 193 students (K-12), 

from a small rural school in Washington, of varying reading abilities, participated in the study. 
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They took part in 40 lessons over an 8 week period, going through 4 levels (Basic code A and 

B, Advanced Code and Multi-Syllabic Words). “The results indicated that not only did students' 

fundamental phonemic awareness skills of blending and segmenting improve but their overall 

skills in comprehending printed materials increased as well” (Endress et al., 2007, p. 15). In 

addition, reading comprehension reflected skills growth (Endress et al., 2007). 

The Phono-Graphix (C. McGuinness & G. McGuinness, 1998) program has a strong 

linguistic and phonological focus, but it is more simply organized, and can be done in a shorter 

period of time, compared to the intervention studied by Calhoon et al. (2010).

Effective Interventions

Regardless of the type of reading intervention, there are a number of other factors that 

affect the effectiveness of the intervention.  For example, Wanzek, Vaughn, Roberts, and 

Fletcher (2011) performed a study involving a year-long reading intervention program that 

targeted students with learning disabilities.  The results indicated that though there were slight 

differences between the control group and the intervention group, many students that received 

the supplemental reading intervention still continue to demonstrate significant difficulties in 

reading and understanding text (Wanzek, et al., 2011).  They surmise that group size, time 

allotted to the intervention and standardization of strategies could attribute to the success of the 

program (Wanzek, et al., 2011).  Similarly, Dennis (2009) suggests that in order for intervention 

programs to be successful, they must not be standardized, but instead, based on the student’s 

abilities.  Fidelity of implementation also includes: teacher training and comfort level, attitude 

regarding the program, consistency, quality of assessment, skill level of student and more. For 

example, in order to make a program, such as the one that Calhoon et al. (2010) implemented, 
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successful, a very high level of mastery in the area of linguistic skills is required of those who 

are implementing the interventions. Cleary there are many variables that must be considered 

when setting up an effective reading intervention program.   

Analysis

The body of literature surrounding successful interventions for struggling middle school 

readers is not large (Apel & Swank, 1999); and the existing literature isn’t without its 

limitations.  The study performed by Wanzek, et al. (2011), lacked overall control of the 

competing variables. Wanzek, et al. (2011), admitted that they did not know if it was additional 

time or the specific instruction (or both) that was the cause of students’ improved outcomes.  The 

study performed by Apel and Swank (1999) is limited in that they used one participant, Brad.  

Though Brad can be seen as representing a common “type” of student, it is not clear that the data 

obtained would be predictive of other students. In addition, Brad was given a one on one 

intervention in a post-secondary setting which makes him more unique than the average 

struggling reader.  One on one interventions are less likely to occur in a middle/secondary school 

setting for most students; and the variables of motivation and maturity start to come into play 

when dealing with a post-secondary student.  A common limitation amongst research in this area 

is the situation where no control group exists. Manset-Williamson and Nelson (2005) admitted 

that their study was limited in this way; they chose instead to use a contrast group (they still 

maintain that their findings are valid and reliable).  Much of the data available on reading 

interventions using decoding strategies are geared toward younger students, for example, while it 

is encouraging that the action research performed by Whitaker et al. (2006) showed positive 

results using the FISH decoding strategy with a diverse student population (80% with learning 
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disabilities, 10% with emotional disabilities, 10% with mild mental disabilities and all receiving 

free or reduced lunch), the students were all between ages 10 and 12, which makes it difficult to 

predict if the strategy would be as effective for older students with similar needs.  Much can be 

learned from the existing literature, but is clear that any one study would not be sufficient to 

properly investigate the effect of teaching decoding skills to struggling middle school readers. 

More research needs to be done in this area (Apel & Swank, 1999; Klauda & Guthrie, 2008).  

Conclusion

The purposed research question, “What effect will teaching decoding skills to 

struggling middle school readers have on those students’ grade level reading comprehension 

abilities?”, will extend on the current research and provide clear evidence to support or 

discourage the use of the purposed reading intervention program with middle school struggling 

readers.  Given that there is a direct correlation between decoding skills, reading fluency and 

reading comprehension (Algozzine, et al., 2008; Apel & Swank, 1999; Diliberto et al., 2009; 

Klauda & Guthrie, 2008; Rasinski, et al., 2009), it makes sense that direct intervention with a 

focus on these specific skills, would lead to improvement in overall reading and hopefully lessen 

existing reading deficits (Apel & Swank, 1999).  The specific decoding strategies and skills 

addressed need to be explicitly taught and modeled (Whitaker et al., 2006).  That being said, a 

strictly drill based intervention would be ineffective without the realization that comprehension 

is the main purpose of reading (Apel & Swank, 1999; Dennis, 2011); meaning and personal 

connections should be consistently woven in throughout the intervention.  It will be important to 

account for and try to control variables such as fidelity of implementation (Wanzek, et al., 2011), 

and properly assess each individual receiving the intervention (Dennis, 2011) to ensure the 
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effectiveness of the program. By implementing an intervention that is made up of balanced and 

explicit comprehension instruction, and individualized and explicit decoding strategy instruction, 

the hypothesis is that grade-level reading comprehension abilities of struggling middle school 

readers will improve. 
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CAPSTONE PROJECT DOCUMENTATION FORM
Action Research is an exciting, disciplined process of discovery designed to 
integrate theory into one’s daily practice in a way that improves educational 
practices and the individual conducting the research. Action Research is the 
Capstone Project in the Master’s of Education program for Concordia University 
online. It gives the educator, as a scholarly practitioner, the opportunity to examine 
relevant issues in his or her own classroom or school which may complicate, 
compromise, or complement the learning process—and to find meaningful, 
practical, research-based answers.

In Action Research, teachers are empowered to design a research-based plan, 
identify learning issues or problems, review relevant literature that examines 
identified problems, implement specific, research-based strategies, and discover 
convincing evidence that supports or contravenes their teaching strategies. The 
most exciting part of Action Research is the teacher can often observe student 
improvement during the project and can demonstrate, in a quantitative manner, 
the improvement of student learning. Sagor notes, “Seeing students grow is 
probably the greatest joy educators can experience” (2002, p. 5).

The steps to the Capstone Project are detailed below. Read through all of the 
steps before creating your implementation plan. Save this form as a draft until 
all Action Research steps have been completed and all responses are 
documented. You will submit this form at different stages of completion 
throughout EDU 698. 

ACTION RESEARCH PROJECT

Name: Kathryn Kindrat

Title of Project: Phonics Based Intervention for Struggling Middle School Readers

Date Completed: Wednesday, September 25, 2013

IMPLEMENTATION TIME FRAME:

Number of weeks: 2 weeks

TIMELINE of ACTION RESEARCH PROJECT:

Start Date: September 6, 2013

End Date: September 20, 2013
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AREA OF FOCUS: What is your chosen area of focus?  Why did you choose this area? How 
does it directly impact you? 

For this action research project the researcher has chosen to focus on ways to improve 
the reading comprehension abilities of struggling middle school readers. Poor reading 
comprehension has been an area of concern at Seba Beach School for a number of 
years. Much time and effort has gone into providing interventions for elementary aged 
students, but little has been done to help rectify the problems that exist at the middle 
school level. Seba Beach has a very transient community, so they get a number of new 
students coming and going from the school each year, especially in middle school. 
In addition, a majority of the students come from low socio-economic backgrounds 
and belong to a high risk, and/or special needs category, though they may not have 
been previously identified as such. What this means is that there are a large number 
of students in grades six through nine who are reading well below grade level, but who 
are still expected to read grade level material in many or all of their subjects as a part of 
their day to day learning. 

Seba Beach School has recently implemented a large scale reading intervention 
program that aims to improve the reading abilities of all students, with a focus on the 
explicit instruction of research based reading comprehension skills. While improvements 
have been seen in the reading comprehension abilities of struggling students, they still 
have difficulty reading and comprehending grade level material. It is this researcher’s 
hope that by providing explicit instruction in the area of decoding (absent from the 
middle school Language Arts curriculum and the current reading intervention program), 
Seba Beach School can further improve the reading comprehension abilities of the 
struggling middle school readers, and help these students to read and comprehend 
grade level reading material.
 
This researcher believes that by providing a targeted, explicit intervention that focuses 
on decoding skills, struggling middle school readers will not only improve their reading 
fluency, but also their reading comprehension, and in turn, this will make a positive 
impact on their attitudes towards reading and learning, as well as their ability to succeed 
in the inclusive middle school classroom. 
 
Within a one to three week time frame, the researcher does not expect to see 
large improvements, but does believe that some improvement will be evident if 
the intervention is successful, which will provide the evidence needed to build the 
foundation for a larger scale implementation of the program.

RESEARCH QUESTION:

What effect will teaching decoding skills to struggling middle school readers have on 
those students’ grade level reading comprehension abilities?
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DEMOGRAPHICS

DEMOGRAPHIC DATA: Where/What is the research site?  Who is directly involved? What 
statistics will give a clear understanding of the context and culture of the research site?  (Do 
not use name as an identifier.)  Provide references for sources used.

Demographic Data
The research will take place onsite at Seba Beach School in Alberta, Canada. It is a 
very small, rural school, one hour west of the capital city of Edmonton, Alberta. The 
school has roughly 100 students from kindergarten to grade 9. The population is very 
transient, and it is not common for students to come and go throughout the year. About 
60% of the student population comes from Paul Band Reserve, and all students are 
bused to and from school. A majority of the students come from a low socio-economic 
background, and participate in programs such as the Breakfast for Learning program 
where they receive free breakfast, lunch and snacks, on an as-needed basis (students 
do not have to sign up or qualify for this program) throughout the year 
. 
9 struggling readers from the grade 8/9 class have been selected to make up the test 
group; 6 of which are First Nations and 3 who are of Caucasian decent. All 9 students 
are reading at least 2 levels below grade and struggle to achieve passing grades 
across subject areas. 3 of the students have been identified as having special needs, 
specifically, one student has dyslexia, one student has a language based learning 
disability and the other has a mild cognitive disability.
 
The researcher, who is also the language arts teacher, will be implementing the 
intervention and collecting the data with assistance from two educational assistants, 
who are a part of the literacy program at the school.
  
TARGET GROUP: Who are the students you are trying to impact?  (Do not use names - you 
must use another identifier.)  How do you think this strategy or content focus will benefit the 
target group?

Target Group
The students who will be impacted by this study are struggling adolescent readers. For 
the purpose of this study, struggling readers will be defined as those who are reading 
2 or more levels below grade. These students have difficulty decoding new words and 
comprehending the text that they attempt to read. The students in the target group may 
or may not have been identified as having special needs; however, the phonics based 
intervention being implemented has shown to be successful among those with learning 
disabilities and other special needs (Endress, Weston, Marchand-Martella, Martella & 
Simmons, 2007). 
 
Most struggling readers lack basic reading skills that involve decoding, and 
decoding centers around phonemic awareness and blending and segmenting 
phonemes (Endress et al., 2007). Students who do not develop these skills during the 
first 3 years of elementary will ultimately fall behind their peers, and rarely catch up. 
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However, research has shown that with explicit instruction focusing on in phonemic 
awareness and phonics strategies can help reduce reading deficits in all age groups, 
including those with special needs (Endress et al., 2007).The intervention being 
implemented will use the Phono-Graphix (C. McGuinness & G. McGuinness, 1998) 
program, which specifically works on these basic reading skills. Importantly, research 
indicates that students who have been involved in the program, showed growth in 
reading comprehension as well as in basic skill areas (Endress et al., 2007).

BASELINE DATA: What are the baseline data that support your choice for this area of focus?  
What patterns or trends do you see in the data?  What is your proof that an issue exists in 
this focus area? (NOTE:  You may not depend solely on Standardized Test Scores.)

Baseline Data
Seba Beach School has shown declining scores on provincial achievement tests for the 
past 5 years. This can be partially explained by a changing population, with an influx of 
students with special needs, but also, a majority of the students have an alarmingly low 
reading level. This is particularly true of those students who transferred to Seba Beach 
in the later grades, and those students who had poor attendance records in the first 3 
years of elementary. As a result, a remedial literacy program was launched last year. 
The focus of the program is reading comprehension and the direct instruction of reading 
comprehension strategies. While 90% of students made gains last year according to 
the Jerry Johns Basic Reading Inventory (2008), many students continue to struggle 
with grade level reading material as indicated by their performance on grade level 
reading comprehension tests, and their ability to read and comprehend content across 
subject areas. Observations made by the literacy group leaders during guided reading 
exercises indicated that many of the students were still having difficulty decoding new 
words, thus negatively affecting reading fluency and reading comprehension. It is this 
researchers hypothesis that by specifically focusing on improving decoding skills using 
a phonics based reading intervention, grade level reading comprehension will improve, 
leading to increased academic success for struggling readers, across grade level 
subject areas over the long term.

ACTION PLAN

IMPLEMENTATION PLAN: What is your plan to implement the strategy or content 
knowledge?  How did you collaborate with other staff involved with this issue?

Solution Strategy – Phono-Graphix (C. McGuinness & G. McGuinness, 1998)

Considering all factors, the most practical solution for implementation is direct, 
small group instruction that focuses on a variety of phonological/linguistic skills, 
because results will be detectable within a shorter time period, the solution is age 
and developmentally appropriate, and resources to support implementation are more 
readily available. In addition, the researcher has access to the “Phono-Graphix” (C. 
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McGuinness & G. McGuinness, 1998) program, which is organized in such a way that 
it could be adapted to fit into the two week implementation phase, while still producing 
results. The lessons from phase 3 and 4 (based on the current reading level of the 
students taking part) of the program, will be delivered 4 times a week. Using the 
information gained in the two week intervention, a more robust intervention could be 
implemented following the action research using the “Phono-Graphix” (C. McGuinness 
& G. McGuinness, 1998) program as a part of the larger literacy program already in 
place. Using a pre and post-test, student questionnaires and ongoing observation by 
the teacher implementing the intervention (the researcher), data will be collected to 
support or discourage the use of a phonological/linguistic skills based intervention to 
help struggling middle school readers. 

Implementation and Collaboration

The principal and literacy specialist will be consulted, by the researcher, to discuss the 
relevance and possible benefits of the proposed intervention, in relation to the current 
literacy program. The plan for a phonics based intervention will be discussed with the 
other literacy group leaders, and a schedule will be made so that testing and pull out 
lessons would be possible. Over a period of 2 days, pre-testing will be completed by 
the researcher, on the selected students using the skill assessments, comprehension 
pre-tests and the first of two questionnaires. 8 lessons will be chosen from the Phono-
Graphix (C. McGuinness & G. McGuinness, 1998) program, based on the results of the 
skills assessments. 8, 40 minute blocks over a 2 week period, will be selected from the 
regular literacy time, and arrangements will be made with the educational assistant and 
the principal to supervise a novel study unit with the non-participating students so that 
the classroom teacher/researcher could pull out the test group for the phonics based 
intervention. Immediately following the intervention, the post-tests will be administered 
to determine growth and ultimately, the effectiveness of the program.

PROCEDURES & MEASURES: What are the steps you will follow?  How will you measure 
student progress?

1. During the regular grade 8/9 literacy block, the researcher/classroom 
teacher will pull out the selected students participating in the phonics 
based intervention, while the educational assistant supervises the non-
participating students (who will be completing a novel study).

2. Upon commencement of the first session, the purpose of the intervention 
will be explained to the students and the program will be described.

3. Using direct and explicit instruction, each lesson will be delivered using 
the format suggested in the Phono-Graphix (C. McGuinness & G. 
McGuinness, 1998) program. All lessons will end with a review of the skills 
covered.

4. During the lesson, the researcher will use a skill based observation 
checklist and anecdotal notes to record the behaviours, challenges, 
successes, the daily progress of the students, as well as factors that may 
have affected the fidelity of implementation.
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5. The researcher will use the information gained in each lesson to decide if 
the following lesson is still developmentally appropriate. 

6. Following the 8 lessons, over the designated two week period, another 
skill assessment will be administered, and the comprehension post-tests 
and the final questionnaire will be given and analyzed by the researcher to 
determine the results of the study.

7. The researcher will share the results of the study with the principal and the 
other literacy leaders to help determine if a full phonics intervention should 
be added to the existing literacy program.

DATA COLLECTION: What data will be collected? How often? What tools will be used?  Copies 
of tools will go in appendixes.

Information on blending, segmenting, auditory processing, code knowledge will 
be collected prior to and following the information using the Phono-Graphix (C. 
McGuinness & G. McGuinness, 1998) skill assessments, along with a composite 
reading score that indicates grade level. Throughout the intervention lessons, data 
will be collected using an observation checklist, on advanced code knowledge and 
multi-syllable management. In addition, anecdotal notes will describe the behaviours, 
challenges, successes, and the daily progress of the students, as well as factors that 
may have affected the fidelity of implementation such as disturbances or absences. 
In order to determine grade level reading comprehension growth, a pre and post 
comprehension test will be administered. Lastly, student perception regarding the 
intervention will be collected using 2 questionnaires, administered prior to and following 
the intervention. See Table 1.

Table 1
Research Question Data Source 1 Data Source 2 Data Source 3

What effect will 
teaching decoding 
skills to struggling 
middle school 
readers have on 
those students’ 
grade level reading 
comprehension 
abilities?

Reading skill pre 
and post-tests (Read 
America, 1999)

• Blending Test,
• Segmenting 

Test
• Auditory 

Processing 
Test,

• Code 
Knowledge Test 

Grade level reading 
comprehension pre and 
post-tests

• Grade 8 
Comprehension 
Pre-test

• Grade 8 
Comprehension 
Post-test

• Grade 8 
Comprehension 
Pre-test

• Grade 8 
Comprehension 
Post-test

Student questionnaire 
(before and after 
intervention)

• Student 
Questionnaire #1

• Student 
Questionnaire #2

IMPLEMENTATION: (Describe the actual implementation of your 
plan.)

Week 1: 

All preliminary testing was completed prior to the two week intervention phase. The 
Comprehension Pre-test (made up of 2 grade level reading passages and 12 questions) 
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and Student Questionnaire #1 (questions regarding reading habits and performance on 
the Comprehension Pre-test) was delivered to the whole group, while the Reading Skill 
Pre-test was administered one on one to each of the 8 students who were selected to 
be in the test group.

During week one of the intervention implementation the researcher completed 4, 40 
minute pull out sessions with the test group, as planned. 
 
During the first session, student’s B and G were absent. At first many of the students 
seemed shy; it took a little convincing to get them to participate using verbal response, 
but by the end of the session, all students were completing the tasks and having 
success. The researcher started off by introducing the Phono-Graphix (McGuinness 
& McGuinness, 1998) program and the approach that they recommend for helping 
students learn to read and spell better. Based on the levels that the students 
demonstrated in their skill testing, the session started with a quick review of some of the 
beginning skills, including common letter sounds, and an introduction to the code. Once 
the students became more comfortable with the process, the researcher introduced 
the first lesson which was a modified version of "Mapping and Sorting" (McGuinness 
& McGuinness, 1998, p. 227) using the "Sound 'oe' Word List" (McGuinness 
& McGuinness, 1998, p. 231, then went on to the "Vowel + e" (McGuinness & 
McGuinness, 1998, p. 245) lesson. 
 
All students but Student B, were present for the second session. The researcher started 
by reviewing the concepts covered in the last session and informally testing their new 
knowledge; followed with a “o-w” and “e-r” sort lesson and an “o-w” versus “o-e” sound 
sort lesson to give them "a strategy for managing the overlap in code” (McGuinneess & 
McGuinness, 1998, p. 247). The students gained confidence and talked aloud with each 
other to figure out words they did not know using the "sound pictures" (McGuinness & 
McGuinness, 1998, p. 227). 

In the third session, all students but Student D were present. Again, the researcher 
started with a review of the previously learned concepts and then went onto the 
new lessons. The group completed the “e-r” sound sort and did the "Word Analysis" 
(McGuinneess & McGuinness, 1998, p. 251) lesson using “a-e” sounds. Students C, 
F, H, and I started to help those students, who were struggling or who had missed 
previous lessons, to understand the new strategies.
 
All students were present for the fourth session. The researcher began with review of 
the "Word Analysis" (McGuinneess & McGuinness, 1998, p. 251) strategy using “a-e” 
sounds and the group went onto complete the “a-e” sort and part of the "Scratch Sheet 
Spelling" (McGuinneess & McGuinness, 1998, p. 253) lesson using the “ee” word list. 
All students were participating, though students F, G and I were able to complete the 
tasks more quickly and/or more accurately than the others.
Week 2: 

All students were present for the fifth session, though Student C came in late. The 
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researcher began with review of the "Word Analysis" (McGuinneess & McGuinness, 
1998, p. 251) strategy using “e-e” sounds, as well as "Scratch Sheet Spelling" 
(McGuinneess & McGuinness, 1998, p. 253). All students participated fully. Student A 
was mixing up sounds with letters, and student B was trying, but processing concepts 
slower.

All students were present for the sixth session, though Student C came in late again. 
The researcher began with review of the sound picture key words (chosen by the 
students to remember the different sound pictures) and then the group did the “Sound 
Search” (McGuinneess & McGuinness, 1998, p. 286) lesson for “er” and “ee”, “Shirl’s 
Curls” (McGuinneess & McGuinness, 1998, p. 287), and “Peter the Eager Eagle” 
(McGuinneess & McGuinness, 1998, p. 288-289). Student A argued that words could 
be said in different ways if you have an accent, which led to a good conversation about 
proper pronunciation, etc. Spelling new words was still a challenge for all students but 
they began showing better abilities in separating the sounds and performing the sound 
analysis strategy that they had been practicing.

All students were present for the seventh session, though Student C was pulled out 
within 10 minutes of arriving. The researcher started with a review of the sound pictures 
that the students had covered and went on to teach the “Multisyllable Word Analysis” 
(McGuinneess & McGuinness, 1998p. 317 - 325-329) concepts. The the “Multisyllable 
Word Analysis” (McGuinneess & McGuinness, 1998, p. 317 - 325-329) was tougher for 
all students, though students F, G and I were more successful.

All students, but Student C, were present for the eighth and final session. The 
researcher started with a review of the Sound Search strategy using “Lou the Moose” 
(McGuinneess & McGuinness, 1998, p. 290) for “oo”, and Multisyllable Word Analysis 
(McGuinneess & McGuinness, 1998, p. 317 - 325-329), then delivered the “Special 
Endings” (McGuinneess & McGuinness, 1998, p. 330 - 331-332) lesson. Student B 
and H were having a tough time with syllable breaks. However, Student I was very 
successful with the “special endings” spelling challenge and Student G was also very 
confident.

Following the completion of the two week intervention, the researcher administered 
the Comprehension Post-test (made up of 2 grade level reading passages and 12 
questions) and Student Questionnaire #2 (questions regarding the strategies that were 
acquired over the last two weeks and performance on the 2nd Comprehension test) to 
the whole group. Again, the Reading Skill Post-Tests were administered one on one, to 
7 of the 8 students who participated in the intervention. One student was absent, so a 
Reading Skill Post-Test was not possible.

DOCUMENTATION OF ADJUSTMENTS: How did the plan change during the course of the 
Action Research timeline?  What prompted the change?  What were the effects of the 
changes?

While the implementation plan was followed fairly closely, there were a few changes 
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that occurred as a result of unforeseen circumstances. Throughout the first week of 
implementation there were two pull-out sessions that the researcher had to re-schedule 
due to unexpected events. In both instances the educational assistant was not going 
to be available, so the researcher had to find another time to complete the session. 
When the researcher found out about the changes, she talked to the regular educational 
assistant and when he was unable to accommodate another time, she spoke to a 
second educational assistant and was able to book a block that worked for everyone. 
While these changes made the organization of the lessons more difficult, the overall 
implementation was not affected. 

The researcher also had to adapt when there were student absences. As a result, the 
researcher had to get them caught up as a part of the lesson when they returned. To 
accommodate this need, she used the review at the beginning of the lesson to get 
the other students to help those who were missing to get caught up with the concepts 
covered. In addition to effectively including the previously absentee students, this 
process really helped to reinforce the strategies for the rest of the students.

Another slight deviation from the original plan was in regards to the use of the 
questionnaire data. The researcher only ended up incorporating a small amount of data 
from the Student Questionnaires (#1 and #2) because the questionnaires were not 
effective in collecting very detailed data. In the future the researcher would use a verbal 
student interview rather than a questionnaire to illicit more detailed responses.

Lastly, the researcher did not use the skill observation checklists, as they did not 
turn out to be relevant based on the condensed style of the intervention. Instead, the 
researcher relied on anecdotal notes to record important events/details regarding 
student performance, and the skill testing to provide information related to specific skill 
growth. While the skill checklists would have been useful for a long term intervention to 
keep track of code knowledge, the effect of the removing them for this intervention was 
negligible. 

ANALYSIS & REPORTING

REPORTING RESULTS: What are your results and how will you share them?  How does the 
baseline data compare to the ending data?  What is the story told by your data?

Over the two-week intervention the researcher reported growth in all areas measured. 
Individual scores, comparative growth and qualitative data are reported in the charts 
below. 

• 56% of the students that participated in the intervention demonstrated growth 
in the area of grade level reading comprehension, 33% scored lower, and 11% 
demonstrated no change. 

• 78% of the students that participated in the intervention demonstrated growth in 
the area of Total Reading Skills, 11% scored lower, and 11% did not complete 
the Reading Skill post-tests so comparative data is not available.
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• 78% of the students that participated in the intervention demonstrated growth in 
the area of Reading Readiness, 11% scored lower, and 11% did not complete 
the Reading Skill post-tests so comparative data is not available.

• 89% of the students that participated in the intervention demonstrated growth in 
the area of Blending and 11% did not complete the Reading Skill post-tests so 
comparative data is not available.

• 89% of the students that participated in the intervention demonstrated growth in 
the area of Phoneme Segmentation and 11% did not complete the Reading Skill 
post-tests so comparative data is not available.

• 22% of the students that participated in the intervention demonstrated growth 
in the area of Auditory Processing, 33% scored perfectly on both the pre and 
post-test so growth was not possible, 22% scored lower, 11% demonstrated no 
change and 11% did not complete the Reading Skill post-tests so comparative 
data is not available.

• 67% of the students that participated in the intervention demonstrated growth in 
the area of Code Knowledge, 22% demonstrated no change and 11% did not 
complete the Reading Skill post-tests so comparative data is not available.

There were more students who demonstrated growth in the areas related to phonetic 
based reading skills (78%) than grade level comprehension (56%), which may be 
explained by the fact that, although all but one student increased in reading readiness, 
no students scored above 90%, which indicates that the student will be ready to read 
grade level material according to the Phono-Graphix (McGuinness & McGuinness, 
1998) program. It could be surmised that by implementing a longer intervention, that 
allowed students to gain a 90+% phonetic based reading skill score, that more growth 
would be demonstrated in the area of grade level reading comprehension. 

However, based on the data gained from the 2 week, 8 (40 minute) session phonetics 
based intervention; one can still say that teaching decoding skills to struggling middle 
school readers will have a positive effect on a majority of those students’ grade level 
reading comprehension abilities.

It is also interesting to note that 56% of the students that participated in the intervention 
reported that the hardest thing about the stories on the first comprehension test was the 
words; 67% identified strategies that were specifically learned during the intervention 
sessions as being helpful in their reading; and 100% reported that they were becoming 
better readers following the 2 week intervention. In addition, 44% of the students that 
participated in the intervention missed 1 or more school days during the intervention 
period. Based on this data derived from the Student Questionnaires, it seems fair to say 
that the majority of students found some value in the skills that they learned during the 
intervention and felt that they were becoming better readers. It is also worth considering 
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if improved attendance during the intervention would have further increased growth in 
comprehension and skill areas. 
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Note: score of 90% or higher indicates reading readiness for grade level material



PHONICS BASED INTERVENTION 26



PHONICS BASED INTERVENTION 27



PHONICS BASED INTERVENTION 28

Questionnaire Data (Taken from Questionnaire #1 and #2) 

IMPLICATIONS FOR FUTURE: How will the results impact your teaching in the future?  How 
did the project inform your decision-making as a professional?

With the understanding that phonetically based reading skills (decoding skills) can be 
taught to struggling middle school readers in a relatively short amount of time, and 
will have a positive effect on a majority of these students, it makes sense to integrate 
phonics based instruction into the remedial literacy program that is currently in place at 
Seba Beach School. 

In addition to the literacy program, the researcher plans to integrate phonics based 
instructional strategies and goals into the individual program plans of struggling middle 
school readers, so that future teachers and educational assistants can continue 
supporting growth in this area for the students with special needs.

In the past, phonics based/decoding skills were not a focus at the middle school level, 
but based on the information gained through this project, it is clear that this is an area 
that needs more attention in order to help struggling middle school readers read grade 
level material. 
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CONCLUSIONS: Did this study improve student performance?  Explain. Did this study improve 
your skills as a teacher?  Explain.     

This study was successful in improving student performance in a number of areas. All 
students (where comparative data was available) showed growth in at least 2 phonics 
based reading skill areas, with a majority of students improving in all phonics based 
reading skill areas. In addition, a majority (56%) of students also demonstrated growth 
in grade level reading comprehension. While the researcher had hoped that more 
growth would be demonstrated in this area, the results generated from a mere 2 week 
intervention, gives cause to be optimistic that a longer intervention would produce 
even better results. In addition to the quantitative data, a majority of students reported 
that they felt that they were becoming better readers, and mentioned the use of the 
strategies gained through the intervention as being useful. 

The study also had a positive effect on the teaching ability of the researcher, as it 
highlighted the importance of phonics based instruction, and provided the opportunity 
to teach these skills in a small group setting to struggling middle school readers. 
Throughout the intervention the researcher gained insight into the lagging skills 
and misconceptions that are prevalent among these students. The Phono-Graphix 
(McGuinness & McGuinness, 1998) program that was used as a model for the 
intervention was helpful in suggesting strategies to correct such misconceptions 
and teach the lagging skills. The researcher also observed how effective this type 
of instruction would be to increase spelling abilities for both struggling readers and 
students at grade level. There were a number of strategies that the students found very 
effective for spelling new words.

Moving forward, the researcher would like to see more professional development 
directed toward teaching linguistic (phonics/decoding) reading skills in addition to 
comprehension skills, at the middle school level.
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PERSONAL REFLECTIONS:

The action research process has been both challenging and rewarding. While the 
background research on the topic was laborious, it proved to be extremely useful as 
it illuminated the validity of an approach (phonics based instruction) and a specific 
program (Phono-Graphix, McGuinness & McGuinness, 1998), that I may not have used 
otherwise. The Phono-Graphix (McGuinness & McGuinness, 1998) program was used 
in my school many years ago, and one of the teachers in my building recommended it 
to me when I spoke to her about my action research topic. I was very hesitant because 
of the age of the program, but when I discovered through my research that studies had 
been done recently to prove the effectiveness of the program, I was very excited.

The organization and implementation of the intervention was also difficult at times, it 
was important to collaborate with all those involved and communicate my expectations 
for the program clearly. I have always been very flexible in my teaching style, but I 
realized through this process that sometimes a more structured approach can be 
beneficial. 

Throughout the implementation there were a few moments that really stuck out. The 
first was when one of the students who struggled the most with both the skill tests 
and the comprehension test, began showing signs of improvement in the first lesson. 
This student generally lacks confidence and enthusiasm towards academics, but 
after the first 5 minutes of the first session, he became a leader in the group. He also 
demonstrated transference by using the strategies during his social studies class. I 
was surprised at how quickly he was picking it up and how confident he was becoming. 
The second big moment for me was when one of the students who has dyslexia, and 
who has always struggled with spelling, because "it just doesn't make sense" started 
to realize that there is a reason why letters often show up in the order that they do. 
It was as if a light bulb turned on in his head! While he still struggles more than the 
other students when trying to pick out the correct letter combinations, he is improving. 
The comments that the students made regarding the use of their new skills was also 
encouraging. Seeing the growth in both ability and confidence of these students was 
incredibly rewarding.

In general, the project was very informative because of the initial research into existing 
literature on the topic, the structured nature of the intervention and the comparative 
data that was created through the use of pre and post tests and questionnaires. I look 
forward to using the action research process to determine the effectiveness of future 
instructional decisions.



PHONICS BASED INTERVENTION 32

APPENDIX A:

Reading Skill Pre and Post-Tests and Observation Checklists

Full document is attached.
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APPENDIX B:

Grade Level Reading Comprehension Pre and Post-Tests

Grade 8 Comprehension Pre-test

Read the following passages and answer the questions that follow.

In this technique, two agents are used. There is Mutt, the relentless investigator, who 
knows the suspect is guilty and is not going to waste any time. He's sent a dozen men away for 
this crime and he's going to send the suspect away for a full term. Jeff, on the other hand, is 
obviously a kindhearted man. He has a family himself. He has a brother who was involved in a 
little scrape like this. He disapproves of Mutt and his tactics and will arrange to get him off the 
case if the suspect will cooperate. He can't hold Mutt off for very long. The suspect would be 
wise to make a quick decision. The technique is applied by having both investigators present 
while Mutt acts out his role. Jeff may stand by quietly and demur at some of Mutt's tactics. When 
Jeff makes his plea for cooperation, Mutt is not present in the room.

1. The best title for this passage is:

a.) A Relentless Investigator

b.) The Suspect

c.) Mutt and Jeff

d.) A Kindhearted Man

e.) A Clever Strategy

2. The main idea of this passage is that the Mutt and Jeff technique

a.) employs two agents known as Mutt and Jeff

b.) applies harsh pressure on the suspect to get him to confess

c.) uses sympathy to get the suspect to cooperate

d.) is a clever strategy for getting a suspect to confess

e.) is applied by having both investigators present when Mutt acts out his role
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3.  Which of the following is really true of Jeff?

a.) He believes in the suspect's innocence.

b.) He has a family.

c.) He is kindhearted.

d.) He has a brother.

e.) He seems to disapprove of Mutt's tactics.

4. We can conclude from the passage that the Mutt and Jeff technique will have the 
best chance of success if

a.) the suspect is afraid of Jeff.

b.) Jeff wins the suspect's confidence.

c.) Mutt quits the case.

d.) Mutt beats the suspect.

e.) Mutt is present when Jeff makes his plea for cooperation

5.  As used in this passage, "demur" means to

a.) weep 

b.) object 

c.) cooperate 

d.) blush 

e.) cheer

6. Why does Mutt leave the room when Jeff makes his plea for cooperation?
a) Because Mutt is sick of asking questions.

b) Because Jeff is a better cop.

c) Because they are playing good cop, bad cop.
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d) Because they don’t like each other.

Did you ever hear of "singing sand"? This is the kind of sand that makes bizarre sounds 
when it is walked on or driven over, or when the wind blows across its surface. The sound such 
sand makes is something between a crunch and a squeak, but it often has a definite musical tone. 
In the United States, singing sand has been found along the shore in Massachusetts and in the 
shifting sands north of Alamosa, Colorado. People in different parts of the world have given 
these musical sands different names. In South Africa they are called "crying sands." In Hawaii 
they are called "barking sands." And in Afghanistan they are called "drumming sands." But 
whatever the sands may be called, scientists have not yet agreed as to what causes them to make 
such weird sounds.

7.  The best title for this passage is:

a)  Wind and Sand

b)  Crying Sands

c)  Musical Sand

d)  Scientific Curiosities

e)  A Mystery

8. The main idea of this passage is that

a)   scientific curiosities are found in all fifty states and numerous foreign countries.

b)  Scientists have not yet agreed as to what causes the sand to make such weird noises.

c)  people in different parts of the world have given these musical sands different names.

d)  Certain sands give out odd sounds which often have a musical tone

e)   Singing sand has been found in Massachusetts, Colorado, and Hawaii

9. The sand discussed in the passage is found

a)  throughout the world

b)  only in America

c)  in all fifty states
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d)  in no Asian country

e)   exclusively in South Africa

10. What causes the sand to make sounds?

a)  There is water beneath the sand.

b) The sand is tightly packed.

c)  The grains are extra fine.

d)  Its surface is uneven.

e)  No one knows for sure.

11. The most nearly correct meaning for the word "bizarre" is

a)  humorous

b)  strange

c)  loud

d) rhythmic

e)  saleable

12. When it says “but it often has a definite musical tone” it means

a) that they are certain that it has a musical tone

b) that they aren’t really sure if it has a musical tone

c) that they need the definition of a musical tone to figure it out

d) that they are deaf and can’t hear music
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Grade 8 Comprehension Post-test

Read the following passages and answer the questions that follow.

Si Ling-Shi, a lovely Chinese empress, sat drinking tea in her garden one day. As she 
gazed up into the mulberry tree above her, she saw a fat white worm moving its head back and 
forth. From the worm's mouth came a shining golden strand. Si Ling-Shi watched as the worm 
wrapped the strand round and round itself to make a cocoon. The cocoon was so beautiful she 
began to wonder how she would look in a gown made of the threads of many such cocoons. 
When she returned to the palace, she persuaded her husband to give her a whole grove of 
mulberry trees, where she could grow thousands of worms that spun the golden strands. In the 
years that followed, Si Ling-Shi spent many hours working in her garden, until she had enough 
thread to weave a gown. The Chinese named the delicate cloth si for their empress .Si has been 
the Chinese word for silk down to the present day.

1. The best title for this passage is:

a)  The Chinese Empress

b) The Silkworm

c)  The origin of Silk

d) A Gown of Golden Strands

e)  The Chinese Word for Silk

2. The main thought of this passage is that

a)  Si Ling-Shi made an important discovery while sitting in her garden one day.

b) Si Ling-Shi spent many hours in her garden, until she had enough thread to weave a 

    gown.

c)  Si Ling-Shi created silk from the cocoons of mulberry worms.

d)  The Chinese named the delicate cloth si for their empress.

e)  Si has been the Chinese word for silk down to the present day
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3. Si Ling-Shi lived in

a)  Japan

b) Siam

c)  China

d) The near east

e)  Peking

4. She was a (an)

a)   seamstress

b)  servant girl

c)   duchess

d)  goddess

e)   empress

5. Most of the action of this passage takes place

a)  indoors

b)  in a valley

c)  in a palace

d) in a garden

e)  near the sea

6. The best word to describe Si Ling-Shi is

a)  haughty

b)  generous
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c)  boastful

d)  inventive

e)   good-natured

During their playing days, those two giants of baseball, Ty Cobb and Babe Ruth, feuded 
endlessly. Somehow Cobb always seemed to come out on top. One day Ruth, as he came to 
bat, gestured to Cobb and the other Detroit fielders to move back, saying he was going to hit 
the ball out of the park. Ruth made good his boast. He slugged a towering home run and bowed 
mockingly to Cobb as he rounded second base. When Cobb came to bat, he too waved the 
fielders back. Then he cleverly laid a bunt which nobody could reach.

During another close game Ruth came to bat with runners on second and third and two 
out. A hit could clinch the game for the Yankees, so Cobb, managing the Tigers from center 
field, gestured to the pitcher to walk Ruth intentionally. Ruth relaxed, letting the bat droop over 
bis shoulder - and the pitcher smoked a fast ball right over the center of the plate. In the outfield 
Cobb exploded. He raced in to the pitcher, bawled him out, and returned to his position. Ruth 
relaxed again- and another strike sailed over the plate. This time Cobb was really mad. He 
charged in to the mound, yanked the pitcher, loudly fined him $100, and called in a reliever from 
the bullpen. When the uproar subsided, Ruth stepped up to the plate once more. Everyone in the 
ball park was convinced the next four pitches would be balls. The pitcher wound up-and fired a 
called third strike down the middle of the plate. Ruth had struck out without taking the bat form 
his shoulder. Cobb couldn't help laughing-he had arranged the whole thing in advance, and had 
simply waited for a chance to spring it.

7. The passage is mainly about

a)  Babe Ruth

b) Ty Cobb

c)  A feud

d) A trick

e)  Baseball

8. According to the passage, Ty Cobb

a)  was disobeyed by a pitcher

b) used his wits

c) managed the Yankees
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d) always won out over Babe Ruth

e) had a short temper

9. During his playing days, Ty Cobb's position was

a) second base

b) pitcher

c)  pinch hitter

d)  left field

e)  none of the above

10. Cobb waved back the fielders

a)  because he was going to hit a home run

b) to make a good boast

c)  to demonstrate his skill

d) to prove he could outwit Babe Ruth

e)   so they would not expect him to bunt

11. Ruth's mistake was that he

a)  stepped up to the plate

b) mistrusted Cobb

c)   swung to no avail

d) was not alert

e)  had no respect for Cobb

12. Ty Cobb believed in

a)  fair play

b) winning
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c)  sportsmanship

d) lucky breaks

e)  pursuit of perfection

Grade 9 Comprehension Pre-test

Read the following passages and answer the questions that follow.
HISTORY LESSON

No one could remember when the tribe had begun its long journey. The land of 
great rolling plains that had been its first home was now no more than a half-
forgotten dream.

For many years Shann and his people had been fleeing through a country of low

5 hills and sparkling lakes, and now the mountains lay ahead. This summer they
must cross them to the southern lands. There was little time to lose. The white
terror that had come down from the Poles, grinding continents to dust and freezing
the very air before it, was less than a day's march behind.

Shann wondered if the glaciers could climb the mountains ahead, and within

10 his heart he dared to kindle a little flame of hope. This might prove a barrier
against which even the remorseless ice would batter in vain. In the southern lands
of which the legends spoke, his people might find refuge at last.

It took two weeks to discover a pass through which the tribe and the animals
could travel. When midsummer came, they had camped in a lonely valley where

15 the air was thin and the stars shone with a brilliance no one had ever seen before.

The summer was waning when Shann took his two sons and went ahead to
explore the way. For three days they climbed, and for three nights slept as best
they could on the freezing rocks, and on the fourth morning there was nothing
ahead but a gentle rise to a cairn of gray stones built by other travelers,

20 centuries ago.

Shann felt himself trembling, and not with cold, as they walked toward the little
pyramid of stones. His sons had fallen behind. No one spoke, for too much was at
stake. In a little while they would know if all their hopes had been betrayed.

To the east and west, the wall of mountains curved away as if embracing the
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25 land beneath. Below lay endless miles of undulating plain, with a great river
swinging across it in tremendous loops. It was a fertile land; one in which the tribe
could raise crops knowing that there would be no need to flee before the harvest
came.

Then Shann lifted his eyes to the south, and saw the doom of all his hopes. For

30 there at the edge of the world glimmered that deadly light he had seen so often to
the north—the glint of ice below the horizon.

There was no way forward. Through all the years of flight, the glaciers from
the south had been advancing to meet them. Soon they would be crushed beneath the
moving walls of ice. . .

35 Southern glaciers did not reach the mountains until a generation later. In that
last summer the sons of Shann carried the sacred treasures of the tribe to the lonely
cairn overlooking the plain. The ice that had once gleamed below the horizon was
now almost at their feet. By spring it would be splintering against the mountain
walls.

40 No one understood the treasures now. They were from a past too distant for the 
understanding of any man alive. Their origins were lost in the mists that
surrounded the Golden Age, and how they had come at last into the possession of
this wandering tribe was a story that now would never be told. For it was the story 
of a civilization that had passed beyond recall.

45 Once, all these pitiful relics had been treasured for some good reason, and now 
they had become sacred though their meaning had long been lost. The print in the old 
books had faded centuries ago though much of the lettering was still visible—if there had 
been any to read it. But many generations had passed since anyone had had a use for a set 
of seven-figure logarithms, an atlas of the world, and the score 

50 of Sibelius' Seventh Symphony printed, according to the flyleaf, by H. K. Chu and 
Sons, at the City of Pekin in the year 2371 A.D.

The old books were placed reverently in the little crypt that had been made to 
receive them. There followed a motley collection of fragments—gold and platinum coins, a 
broken telephoto lens, a watch, a cold-light lamp, a microphone, the cutter

55 from an electric razor, some midget radio tubes, the flotsam that had been left 
behind when the great tide of civilization had ebbed forever.

Arthur C. Clarke

1. "Shann felt himself trembling" (line 21) because he was

A. fearful for his sons' safety
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B. nervous about what he might see

C. exhausted from climbing for many days

D. overwhelmed by the sacred place

2. The phrase "doom of all his hopes" (line 29) indicates that the

A. way north was not open

B. crops would soon be ruined

C. ice was advancing from the south

D. journey could not continue immediately

3. The tribe was not aware of the relics' original purpose because the

A. relics were only broken pieces

B. relics had become sacred treasures

C. people lived so far from civilization

D. knowledge of the past was mostly lost

4. What are the first words in this passage to firmly establish the setting of this writing as 
futuristic? 

A. "built by other travelers, centuries ago" (lines 19-20)

B. "Southern glaciers did not reach the mountains until a generation later" (line 35)

C. "from a past too distant for the understanding" (lines 40-41)

D. "generations had passed since anyone had had a use for a set of seven-figure logarithms" 
(lines 48-49)

5. The word "flotsam," as used in line 55, means

A. gifts

B. remains
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C. souvenirs

D. merchandise

6. When the author wrote lines 48-51, “But many generations had passed since anyone had had 
a use for a set of seven-figure logarithms, an atlas of the world, and the score  of Sibelius' 
Seventh Symphony printed, according to the flyleaf, by H. K. Chu and Sons, at the City of 
Pekin in the year 2371 A.D”, he was saying that:

A. these items have never been useful

B. these items are extremely important to society

C. these items are outdated

D. these items are expensive

THE MISSION

/ know that we reaped the benefit of those hard-earned lessons on the first attempt,
and took them and used them to our advantage on this one. I think the core of
people that came from the 1982 Canadian Mount Everest Expedition had a
mission. We all had a mission, but they had a real mission. —Sharon Wood

5 Suddenly, Barry let out a muffled cry from under his oxygen mask. He pointed 
up. Crashing down towards them like so many bowling balls were rocks the size of 
breadboxes. There was no time to think—only to react.

Trapped in her hypoxia-induced inertia,1 Sharon Wood dropped to the
ice-anchor at her feet. She had an immediate flashback to the year before when she

10 had been ripped off her feet on the highest mountain in Peru. There, a small rock
had shattered her shoulder blade in a second. She knew how much damage even
the smallest rock could do, but here at 26,500 feet on the north face of the world's tallest 
mountain, she was powerless to do anything but pray.

Miraculously, the rocks went plummeting past.

15 Snapped from her sluggishness by a sudden surge of adrenaline, 2 she became
acutely lucid. Glancing around, things looked terrible. This May 19, 1986, the
north face of Mount Everest was vicious. She, Barry Blanchard, Kevin Doyle and
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Dwayne Congdon struggled against the weight of 30-kg packs. As the wind tore at
them, they staggered with every step in the rarefied air. Like some mountain-made

20 snow gun, the gale blasted snow crystals right through their zippers, driving cold to

1 hypoxia-induced inertia—sluggish movement caused by a lack of oxygen

2 adrenaline—a hormone released in response to physical or emotional stress

their cores. At times, Sharon would look up to see everyone face-down in the
snow, cowering against the relentless force of the wind. It threatened to propel
them into airborne oblivion.

"If this had been any other mountain, I would probably have turned back right

25 there," Sharon recalls.

"It was like a statement from Everest: 'Commit or go home, but don't
hesitate.' "

She did hesitate—they all did, if only for a moment. It seemed the whole day
had been an exercise in extended agony. It had started at 9:00 a.m. in a ferocious

30 gale and deteriorated as the day went on. Just minutes before, at 5:00 p.m., they
had left the security of the three-mile-long fixed ropes. Now they were proceeding into the 
infamous Hornbein Couloir, a massive rock gash that slashes down the
north face of Everest. Varying from one to nine metres in width, it was an eerie passage. 
The scattered remains of old tents and shredded scraps of rope from

35 previous expeditions hung like crystallized cobwebs from the walls. Combined
with these ominous spectres of broken dreams, the couloir could have been the
highest junk yard on earth.

The temperature was minus 35°C. With near-hurricane-force winds
deep-sixing the wind chill to minus 40° and 50°C, the atmosphere of the place

40 grew even more treacherous and sinister.

The Hornbein serves as a huge funnel for snow and debris rumbling off the top
of the mountain. Perched at a 45-degree angle, it is like a gauntlet thrown at the
foot of climbers. It is also the gateway to the summit of "Chomolungma"—the
Tibetan name for Everest, meaning "Mother Goddess of the World."

45 The goddess was more demonic than benevolent that day. And while the
oceanic view may have been spectacular from where they were, not one of the
frozen four paid any attention to it. They were too preoccupied with hanging on.

Time was running out. The 13-member expedition had been battling the
mountain for two months and was more than a week behind schedule. Within
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50 days, the summer monsoon would be upon them, if it wasn't already. At lower
elevations, the monsoon would bring torrential rains. But at this altitude, that rain
would turn to horrific snowfalls that would make safe climbing impossible. Add to
that the fact that the climbing permit the Chinese government had granted the team
would expire in about a week and things did indeed look bleak. If the climbers

55 were to mount a summit bid, it was now or never. They literally and figuratively
had their backs against the wall.

There was even more to it than time. An American team further out on the face
had reached the same elevation as they had and was on a more direct line to the
summit. They, too, had a female member on their team—Annie Whitehouse, from

60 Albuquerque, New Mexico. She, along with her colleagues, was also hoping to
make a summit bid. If she succeeded before Sharon, she would become the first
North American woman to climb Everest.

Alan Hobson

7. The word "lucid" (line 16) means that Sharon was

A. drowsy

B. aware

C. confused

D. injured

8. Sharon found climbing particularly hard on this day because

A. the wind was so strong

B. her shoulder hurt so much

C. the monsoon was coming

D. she was concerned about avalanches

9. The phrase "ominous spectres of broken dreams" (line 36) reminds the reader of the

A. consequences of hesitating

B. earlier attempts on Everest

C. worn-out, damaged equipment
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D. long, scary nights in the Hornbein

10. Time was running out for the climbers in the sense that the

A. Chinese government did not want the climbers to continue

B. other climbers had akeady reached the summit

C. weather was steadily becoming worse

D. team was almost too tired to continue

11. The word "mission" is used in this passage to imply a sense of

A. hope

B. interest

C. responsibility

D. determination

12. This passage mostly conveys a sense of

A. despair

B. hesitation

C. panic

D. urgency
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Grade 9 Comprehension Post-test

Read the following passages and answer the questions that follow.
A BOY'S VIGIL AND THE FIRST ROBIN

When the only son of an old man reached the age for the long fast, his father was
eager for him to secure a very strong guardian spirit. He wanted the boy to see, in his
vision, a spirit that would make him surpass all other men of his tribe.

So he directed his son to make careful preparations for the vigil, to make himself

5 clean, even to his finger-nails. And he planned that the youth should fast longer than 
had
any of the men in the tribe, men famous for their wisdom or their bravery. Several times
the boy bathed in the sweat lodge and plunged into the near-by stream. He scrubbed
his body with fir boughs so that he would be clean and pure for the long fast.
Meanwhile his father made a little lodge for him, away from the rest of the family and the

10 village, and he put a clean mat on the ground floor of the lodge.

"Now lie quietly on this mat," the father said when the boy had finished his 
sweating
and bathing. "Endure your fast like a man. At the end of twelve days, I will bring you
food and give you my blessing."

The boy carefully obeyed all his father's directions. He lay quietly, with his face

15 covered, and waited for the spirit voice to bring him a message. Every morning his
father visited him, to encourage him by reminding him of the honour and fame that would
come if he would fast for the full twelve days. Seven mornings the boy made no reply to
his father's words. He lay motionless, with no sign of discontent.

But on the morning of the ninth day of his fasting, he spoke in a weak voice, "My

20 father, my dreams suggest that evil is to happen to me. May I break my fast now and
make a new fast at some later time?"
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"My son," his father answered, "you do not know what you are asking. If you get
up now, all your glory will depart. Wait patiently a little longer. In only three days you
will accomplish your desire. You know that it is for your own good to be patient. I

25 urge you to persevere and to endure a little longer."

The son murmured a reply and covered himself a little closer. The tenth morning 
he
did not stir when his father visited him, but on the eleventh day he repeated his request:
"Let me break my fast now." His father replied in almost the same words as before,
adding only this promise: 'Tomorrow I myself will prepare a meal for you and will bring

30 it to you."

The boy remained silent, lying as motionless as a dead person. No one would have
known that he was living but for the gentle movement of his breast.

Next morning the father joyously prepared food for his son and hastened with it 
to the
lodge. He felt sure that his son had been blessed by a vision and by a 

35 spirit that would guide him to greatness. As he approached, he was surprised to hear
the boy talking. Stooping and looking through a small opening, he was astonished to
see that his son was painting himself with red paint. He had already painted his breast

40 and was now finishing his work by painting his shoulders as far back as he could reach.
"My father has destroyed my future as a man," the boy was saying to himself. "He

would not listen to my requests. He will be the loser. I shall be happy as a bird, for I
have obeyed him. My father only will be the sufferer, for my guardian spirit is just. He
has not granted my wish but he has shown me pity in another way. He has given me

45 another form. Now I must go."

At this moment the father exclaimed in anguish, "My son! My son! Do not leave
me, I pray you."

But with the quickness of a bird, the boy had flown to the top of the lodge and
perched himself on the highest pole. He had been changed to a robin redbreast. With

50 pity in his eyes, he looked down upon his father and spoke comforting words.

"Do not grieve, my father. Do not regret the change that you see in me. I shall be
happier as a bird than I could have been as a man. I shall always be the friend of
people, and shall live near their homes. I shall always be happy and contented.
Although I shall not be the great warrior you wanted me to be, or be a wise counselor,

55 I shall be a daily messenger of peace and happiness. I will cheer you by my songs and
shall try to inspire in others the light-heartedness and joy I myself feel. This will take the
place of the glory you wanted for me, expected of me. I am now free from the cares
and pains of human life. My food I shall find in the forests and fields, and my paths and
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trails will be in the air and the sunshine."

60 Then stretching himself as if delighted to have wings, the first robin sang one of 
his
sweetest songs and flew away to a neighbouring grove.

Chippewa Legend

1. Before the boy's fast began, the ritual of purification was intended to

A. prepare him for the visits he would receive from his father

B. make him worthy of acquiring a strong guardian spirit

C. make him ready to lie quietly on the clean mat

D. demonstrate his obedience to his father

2. "My father, my dreams suggest that evil is to happen to me" (line 22) is an example of

A. foreshadowing

B. irony

C. symbolism

D. climax

3. The meaning of "hastened" (line 35) is

A. strolled

B. struggled

C. headed

D. hurried

4. The fact that the son continues his fast for twelve days demonstrates his
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A. obedience to his father

B. stubborn spirit

C. desire for recognition

D. independent thought

5. The line that best demonstrates the boy's acceptance of his fate is

A. "My father has destroyed my future as a man" (line 42) 

B. "He has not granted my wish but he has shown me pity in another way" (lines 45-46) 

C. "I shall be happier as a bird than I could have been as a man" (lines 53-54)

D. "I shall always be the friend of people, and shall live near their homes" (lines 54-55)

6. The father's response to the son's transformation is best described as

A. disgust

B. shame

C. acceptance

D. distress

ABACUS

Ever seen an abacus? You know, those centipede like things with wooden
beads in rows. They're sold mostly in knickknack import shops, for wall
decoration. But, in fact, an abacus is an adding machine, calculator, and computer.
On second thought, that's not quite true. The abacus is just a visual record of the

5 computations going on in the mind of the person using it.

Millions of people in Asia still use the abacus daily. And it has been in use
there for a couple of thousand years or more. Not only is it an effective practical
tool, but it is nice to look at. Nice to hold and touch. Wood and brass and ivory.
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And the older they get and the longer they are handled by a human being, the

10 lovelier they get—smooth and dark and polished. They will last for a lifetime; they
will never need updating; all the software needed to drive them is between your
ears; and if they break they can be fixed by an eight-year-old with household tools.

The presence of the abacus puts some kinds of progress in perspective. I
remember a time when a Japanese-American computer conglomerate moved into

/5 the Chinese market in a big way. In order to demonstrate the value of its small
pocket calculators, it arranged a contest. The great abacus-PC shoot-out. The guy
who won—the guy with the abacus, of course—was named Chan Kai Kit. Hong
Kong Chinese—a senior clerk for a shipping company. It is true that the operator
of the little computer did handle the pile of invoices forty-four seconds faster than

20 Chan Kai Kit and his abacus. But the computer got the wrong answer. Seems the
machine operator was in too big a hurry to prove how smart his machine was and
fed it fuzzy facts. Much face was lost.

Now don't get me wrong. Pocket calculators are here to stay, and they have
their place. A Luddite I am not—machines are not evil in themselves. And a

25 careful, thoughtful man like Chan Kai Kit might do even better with his own
pocket calculator instead of his abacus—who knows? It's just that I'm a
sentimentalist about the wonders of the human hand and mind. And when I find
evidence that it can still hold its own in the face of the wizardry of the electronic
circuitry of little chips, I am pleased. It is comforting to know that some very old

30 and very simple ways of getting from one place to another still work.

And I ponder the fact that an ancient and worn abacus will find its way to the
walls of the twentieth century as a thing of art and wonder, made lovely by its
usefulness and made useful by its beauty. I have an old wooden bowl and an
elderly chopping knife I would stack up against a food processor any day. It's the

35 same story.

Robert Fulghum

7. The outcome of the contest was mostly a result of the

A. invoices not being printed quickly

B. abacus operator completing the work first

C. spectators distracting the calculator operator

D. calculator operator entering inaccurate information
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8. The sentence "Much face was lost" (line 22) means that the

A. value of the calculator decreased

B. calculator manufacturers were embarrassed

C. calculator operator mysteriously disappeared

D. information about the demonstration was destroyed

9. A "Luddite" (line 24) is a person who

A. opposes advances in technology

B. appreciates the dangers of technology

C. wants humans to work with technology

D. understands the usefulness of technology

10. The purpose of mentioning the bowl and knife (lines 33 to 34) is to

A. generalize the discussion of the abacus to other areas

B. suggest that technology sometimes brings improvements

C. consider the other side of the argument about technology

D. confirm that some possessions are more beautiful than useful

11. The author's main message is that

A. the abacus is becoming obsolete

B. old technologies can remain useful

C. old methods of calculation are the best

D. the abacus is more decorative than functional
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12. Lines 31-33, “And I ponder the fact that an ancient and worn abacus will find its way to the 
walls of the twentieth century as a thing of art and wonder, made lovely by its usefulness 
and made useful by its beauty” mean:

A. the person doesn’t care about the abacus

B. the person is thinking about the abacus

C. the person dislikes the abacus

D. the person is bored by the abacus

APPENDIX C:

Student Questionnaire #1 and #2

Student Questionnaire #1

Name:

Grade:

Date:

Please answer the following questions with as much specific detail as you can.

1. What was the most difficult part of the test you just took?

2. What made the stories/articles hard?

3. What made the stories/articles easy?

4. Did you understand the stories/articles that you read?

5. What do you do to figure out words you do not know?
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6. Did you understand very few, some, most or all of the words in the stories/articles that 

you read?

7. Did you understand the questions that you were asked on the test?

8. Which questions were the hardest and why?

9. Do you find reading in general difficult, easy, or in-between? Why?

10. Do you enjoy reading in general?

Student Questionnaire #2

Name:

Grade:

Date:

Please answer the following questions with as much specific detail as you can.

1. Did you find this test easier, harder or about the same as the test you took two weeks 

ago?

2. Did you understand the stories/articles that you read?

3. What did you do to figure out words you do not know?

4. Did you understand very few, some, most or all of the words in the stories/articles that 

you read?

5. Did you understand the questions that you were asked on the test?
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6. Did you use any of the strategies or skills you learned in the past two weeks to help you 

on this test? If so, which ones?

7. In the past two weeks, how many days were you absent?

8. Do you feel like you put in a lot of effort, some effort, or not very much effort, during the 

reading lessons you were involved in during the past two weeks?

9. What was the most helpful thing you learned in the last two weeks?

10. Do you feel like you are becoming a better reader?  


