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In-House Study of Level 01 Student Reading Comprehension and Fluency in SAT Programs

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
This project examined first-semester SAT students’ abilities as they related to reading comprehension and fluency. The project began in the first week of the fall 2007 semester and was completed, on schedule, mid December 2007. The data collection tools used included a Reading and Writing Diagnostic, a Reading Style Questionnaire, the Canadian Test of Basic Skills, and Reading Recovery. The four testing tools offered diverse sources of data: student opinion, teacher observations, and norms comparison. The results demonstrated that students seemed to have the reading comprehension levels expected of first-year post secondary students. The results also pointed to plagiarism and proper use of paraphrasing as a major restricting factor on student use of secondary texts. Next steps include a more individual student centered studies, as well as examination of documents used in students’ program of study. Increased in-class activities involving critical reading and writing, as well as correct use of secondary sources have been added to a first level course this semester.
1. INTRODUCTION 

The goal of the project was to examine first semester students’ abilities as they related not only to reading comprehension, but more specifically fluency. Fluency in the context of this project can be defined as reading text somewhat effortlessly and with a significant degree of comprehension. In addition, reading fluency here is directly associated not only with student ability to read and understand text with minimal difficulty, but also the demonstration of a fair degree of facility for using the ideas from in the text in their own writing.

In the study, four data collection tools were used: a Reading and Writing Diagnostic, a Reading Style Questionnaire, the Canadian Test of Basic Skills, and a diagnostic called Reading Recovery. After the tools had been administered, the results for each one were considered separately. Next, the results for each tool were examined in conjunction. Based upon this examination, some considerations towards next steps, in the form of informal suggestions, were developed. The most striking observation from all the testing and data collection definitely points to student concern with proper handling of information from secondary sources as a predicting factor to their reading fluency.
2. BACKGROUND

The primary initiative for the study came from personal observations in the classroom – specifically in ENL1813t, a first semester English communications course. It was noted that while students were often quite able to read and understand information from secondary sources, student ability to apply or integrate this information into their own writing seemed often limited. This combined with the significant reading demands made of first-semester students – particularly in the face of ever increasing use of online documents and Blackboard – made it seem likely that reading fluency would direct affect student success.
In addition, SAT was identified as a relevant group because retention figures for SAT were 15% lower than for the College as a whole based on measured attrition results between audit fall 2006 and day 10 fall 2007. The College lost 1,918 students or 15.4% of the total at audit of 12,434. By comparison, SAT lost 549 students or 30% at audit of 1,844. These data come from online registration statistics for fall 2006 and a handout from the retention task force meeting, February 2006.

3. METHODOLOGY
3.1 Data Collection Process
A reading and writing fluency diagnostic was delivered to all participants in the study. For three of the five sections of ENL1813t, this diagnostic was delivered in the first week of classes. For the other two sections, it came later in the semester. Participants also signed Informed Consent forms. Bye week 15 of the semester, participants completed an online survey tool created specifically for this study. In week ten an examination of the progress of the research project was undertaken. The final two testing tools were completed in the second half and the end of the semester. The Canadian Test of Basic Skills (CTSB) was administered in weeks 12 and 13 of the fall 2007 semester. The Reading Review took place in weeks 14 and 15 of the fall 2007 semester.

3.2 Data Gathering Tools

3.2.1 Reading and Writing Diagnostic
This in-class activity gave students an opportunity to demonstrate their writing and reading skills and fluency. The diagnostic was comprised of excerpts from various documents on the same topic (plagiarism). Students were first asked to read three excerpts on the same topic. Then they were asked to provide short answers to a series of questions. Finally, students were asked to write a short document on the topic presented in the three excerpts. The reading and corresponding questions demonstrated the students’ comprehension of not only the ideas presented in the excerpts, but also the ways those ideas were styled. For three of the six sections of ENL1813t, this diagnostic was administered in the first week of classes. For the other three sections, it came a few weeks later. 
3.2.2 Reading Style Questionnaire
The purpose of the Reading Style Questionnaire was to gain insight into the students’ own sense of themselves as readers and writers. Students were given fifteen questions - ten with multiple choice answers and three with short answers - designed to allow them to provide a sort of self assessment of their reading fluency. Questions one through ten provided the following options as possible responses: 

· Always

· Almost Always

· Most of the time

· Sometimes

· Almost Never

· Never 

The last five questions gave the students the opportunity to provide short answers to questions related to their reading fluency. All participants completed this survey by week 12 or the fall 2007 semester.

3.2.3 The Canadian Test of Basic Skills (CTBS)

The CTBS is a series of tests aimed at evaluating high school student development. The CTBS also provides “objective, norm-referenced information”. [1.5] For the purposes of this project, the highest level (17/18) was selected as the one most relevant for testing first year post secondary students. Within the English test package, one series of questions focuses entirely on reading comprehension:
This test assesses a student’s ability to comprehend and 

interpret a cross-section of reading materials. Published

works of literature are included along with selections

based on science and social studies topics. The majority of

the questions require students to interpret and analyze 

information and to make inferences and deductions; few

questions assess simple literal comprehension.








[1.6]

The test takes 45 minutes to complete, and was administered in weeks 12 and 13 of the fall 2007 semester. 

3.2.4 Reading Recovery
The two main components of the Reading Recovery assessment are the running record and the comprehension check. The running record is a method of using symbols and marking conventions to record reading behavior as the student reads from a text provided. The reading rate, error rate, and self-correction rate are calculated. The comprehension check measures student ability not only to retell what they have just read, but also to consider other aspects of their reading fluency such as mastery of directionality, meaning, structure, and visual cues [2].
This approach to reading comprehension testing formed a part of exit interviews with some of the participants in the research project. It involved a fifteen to twenty minute one-on-one meeting between teacher and student. The text used was a longer section of one of the excerpts used in the Reading and Writing Diagnostic. 

3.3 Research Participants

The 84 participants in the study were first year students in Algonquin College’s School of Advanced Technology – specifically from five sections of ENL1813t from the fall 2007 semester. These students came from a wide mix of programs including pilots, electrical engineering technician, architecture, computer programming, and construction. 
4. RESULTS
Evaluating the results of the four data gathering tools involved first looking at the findings for each tool separately. The interest at that stage was to identify and consider any factors that may relate to reading comprehension and fluency, as well as student writing. Then the results for all four tools were considered in conjunction. 

4.1 Reading and Writing Diagnostic

The intended outcome of the diagnostic was to gain some insight not only into reading comprehension, but also into use of ideas from secondary sources. The diagnostics were then examined to assess where, when and how students used information from the excerpts in their own writing. All 84 students participated in this phase of the project.
The analysis for this diagnostic was based on the system used for the Reading Recovery. The students’ writing was examined for instances of their use of information in various formats to create their own documents. The pie chart below provides the list of the elements looked for (the list on the right) in the students’ writing, and the degree to which these elements appear.
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Fig. 1 Results of Reading and Writing Diagnostic analysis.
From these results, the following generalizations can be made regarding the students writing:

· 27% of the writing involved used of information beyond what was available in the three excerpts;
· 36% of the time information from all three excerpts, either direct quote or paraphrase, was used; but there was only a 1% occurrence of providing corresponding references, and 2% use of direct quotes without corresponding quotation marks;
· 60% avoidance of use of any direct quotes; and
· 27% use of vocabulary and ideas from the original texts.
Some students also provided anecdotal information based on their own experiences in relation to the topic of the three excerpts used in the Reading and Writing Diagnostic. One student, after stating he had once been wrongly accused of plagiarism, also added, "Having only sat through a limited amount of time in academia, I already feel beaten down and exhausted by the idea of hearing more about [plagiarism]." Another student added that "[p]lagiarism is the one action that probably every course at Algonquin emphasizes on [sic]."

4.2 Reading Style Questionnaire
This questionnaire was made available until the end of the fall 2007 semester, so students were able to complete it at their convenience. In total, 32 students completed the questionnaire. The twelve multiple choice questions and the responses provided (see also Appendix A) can be grouped under three main themes:
· technique used when reading a text (questions 1, 3, 6)

· ability to understand textual elements (questions 2, 4, 5, 7,11)

· identification of author (questions 8,9,10,12)

In general, the students tended to rank themselves from a mid to high (yet almost never the highest) range. What this seems to indicate is that students judge themselves equipped with the kinds of raw skills and abilities that could be developed to help them in areas where they are weak. The exceptions were questions 3 and 6 where students tended to rank themselves much lower. These two questions dealt with the subject of more active reading practices: underlining, annotation, and note taking.

Questions 13 asked students whether they felt they were good readers and to provide an explanation why or why not. 19 categorized themselves as good readers for various reasons:
· understand text (13 students)

· read quickly and retain information (3 students)

· read slowly (2 students)

· keep up with course reading expectations
· best method for learning
· have read large texts from an early age
· if text is interesting (2 students)
Conversely, 10 students felt they were not good readers and again provided a range of explanations:
· have to reread to understand (2 students)
· read too quickly (2 students)

· read too slowly

· if there is unfamiliar vocabulary
· not in the habit of reading (2 students)

· do not enjoy reading
· only if text is interesting
· read only what is needed for school

Two students categorized their reading ability as average

· read only when have to

· lack time to read
In addition, one student wrote, “I don’t consider myself to be an awful reader. However in grade 8 my teacher told me that I read at a grade 3 level but I think he was just being a dick.”

When asked, in question 14, what caused students the greatest difficulty when trying to understand any given text, five key problem areas were identified: 

· complicated text (8 students)
· unfamiliar terminology (11 students)
· writing style (8 students)
· concentration/distraction (10 students)
· unsure of theme/topic (5 students)
Question 15 asked students what causes them the greatest difficulty when they are trying try to use secondary information in their own work. Student concerns about plagiarism were mentioned specifically nine times. In addition, the students commented on their concerns with paraphrasing correctly eighteen times. Two students also mentioned their uncertainty with what need to be sourced or referenced. Only three students felt that this was not a problem area for them. Overall, the responses showed a discomfort or inability to paraphrase or quote information so that the information is accurate, and precise, yet also not plagiarized. A worrying aspect was the number of responses which either directly stated or implied that paraphrasing, although difficult to do well, was necessary to avoid plagiarism.

4.3 The Canadian Test of Basic Skills (CTBS) 
The CTBS Reading Comprehension Test involved six excerpts and 44 questions. The type of documents presented in the excerpts varied widely:

· four paragraphs from a maritime short story or novel

· five paragraphs from a history of cartography

· a poem of twenty three lines

· three paragraphs and a chart from a zoologist

· fifty lines from a Greek tragedy

The raw scores for the twenty six students who completed this test are presented in the table below.
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Fig. 2 Raw scores from the CTBS Reading Comprehension test.
Almost two thirds of the students (16/26) correctly answered 50% or more, while six students answered 35 or more of the questions correctly. What this information provided was a raw score for each student: 


a raw score (RS) for a test is the number of questions 



the student answered correctly on that test. Because 



the meaning of a raw score depends on both the number



of questions in a test and the difficulty of the questions



raw scores are usually converted to other types of scores



for interpretation purposes.










[3.3]
The next step involved converting these raw scores into a “developmental standard score. 


A developmental standard score (SS) is a number that



describes the student’s location on an achievement 



continuum. The continuum is a number line that 



describes the lowest level of skill or knowledge on



one end (lowest numbers) and the highest levels of



development on the other end (highest numbers).










[3.4]

Once this step had been completed, it was possible to compare SS scores to the School Average Norms provided by the CTBS. “Student norms are based on weighted frequency distributions of student scores obtained in the national standardization program.” [3.5]

Using the tables provided with the CTBS package, the results from project participants were converted into percentile ranks rather than for interpreting the scores of individual students.[3.5] The chart below presents the converted raw scores against developmental standard scores (SS).
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Fig.3 Comparison of SAT student converted raw scores against SS.

From the lowest to the mid range point of this chart, 16 project participants scored slightly above the national sample. At the higher levels, ten scored just under the national sample. The research participants’ scores seem to demonstrate a slightly more consistent level across the range of lowest to highest.
4.4 Reading Recovery
Because of time restrictions and coursework demands at the end of the semester, administration of the Reading Recovery [2] tool had to be almost completely set aside. Four students, however, did volunteer, and while the results are not sufficient to draw any significant conclusions, there were some points of interest.

The first part of test involved listening as students read and recording any incidents of errors and self-correcting. All students were able to read the passage with few errors, with more that three quarters of the errors self-corrected. The second part of the test involved the students’ retelling the original text. Again, in all cases, students were able to recall information from second text more than the first. Every student explained in their own words with use of very little vocabulary from the original text - in one case, none at all. Furthermore one student went on to add his own details, while another added her interpretation of text.
5. DISCUSSION
This project had two major limitations: time constraints and student participation. Administration of the testing tools often conflicted with course and schedule demands during the semester. What this meant was that not all students were able to participate in all parts of the research. All participants completed the Reading and Writing Diagnostic; however significantly fewer were available for the three other tools. This resulted in an inability to cross-reference results fully and make correlations. The 84 students who volunteered was a fair representation of the five classes involved, or approximately 264 students in total, thus providing a ratio in the range of 1:3. Consistency in this study came in the form of the random sample of students. This would suggest that generalizing to the entire first-semester student population of the School of Advanced Technology would be valid.
With respect to the Canadian Test of Basic Skills (CTBS) results compared to National Norms, participants in the study scored at levels consistent with upper level high school, the level expected of first-year post-secondary level students. Evidence of student comprehension levels in the CTBS was backed up with the Reading and Writing Diagnostic where overall students showed an ability to understand and identify the main ideas in what they had read. In addition, the writing portion of the diagnostic showed the tendency, in the case of almost every student, for their writing to consist of paraphrasing yet without any credit to original sources. Clues to the students’ approach to the Reading and Writing Diagnostic could be found in the Reading Style Questionnaire where concerns over plagiarism and confusion about paraphrasing dominated. 
6. CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
The research project to examine student reading fluency was entirely classroom based research that rather than a comprehensive study of large groups, or an exhaustive tracking of individual student reading fluency. The study involved a variety of data gathering tools that provided a triangulation of student self analysis, teacher observations, and national norms. While data gathering limitations resulted in a certain absence of precise empirical findings, the data gathering tools did provide useful insights into student reading and writing practices and concerns. 
The initial findings seem to provide a strong indication of what further inquiry might find. In addition, there seems to be enough correlation and overlap in the results to begin to answer the question that launched this inquiry. One particular theme that seems apparent, particularly in the results from the Reading and Writing Diagnostic and also the Reading Style Questionnaire, is a fairly consistent concern with quoting and paraphrasing secondary information. Admittedly in the Reading and Writing Questionnaire this was indeed the topic of the excerpts and as such may have influenced student comments. The Reading Style Questionnaire, however, was done outside this diagnostic, and yet the topic appeared again. This concern about authorship might also to point to a lack of students’ self conception as authors. 

This research project was intended as an initial inquiry into an area of concern. As a result, some areas of further inquiry or in need of further consideration can be identified: 
1. The issue of authorship, particularly student as author, here an hypothesis based on data gathered from one part of a questionnaire. A questionnaire, interviews and further investigation into this area might provide a more concrete understanding of student perceptions in regards to their own and other’s writing.

2. Another research project based strongly on this study could focus on tracking individual student reading fluency through all data gathering tools. A study of this sort might provide further confirmation not only of the validity of the findings from this study, but would also allow for quantifiable correlations.
3. Since student success within a program of study is of primary importance, another reading fluency study could involve examination of texts (books, handouts, websites, and more) taken from core courses in a specific program of study. A study of this nature could provide insights into student reading and writing fluency within a particular context.
Already this semester in one section of ENL1813t, a new critical reading and thinking activity, with corresponding writing activities, was implemented with the intention of guiding and modeling reading and writing technique. Further to this, the course will involve even greater emphasis and explanation about primary and secondary research, with an emphasis on paraphrasing as well as quotation use, as well as reference and in-text citation use.

NOTE: A list of the tools and documents used in this study are included in section eight of this report. To see these actual documents or to discuss any part of this study, please email bradshk@algonquincollege.com.
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8. LIST OF PROJECT DOCUMENTS AND TOOLS 
8.1 Proposal

8.2 Progress Report

8.3 Informed Consent Form

8.3 In-Class Reading and Writing Diagnostic
8.4 Reading Style Questionnaire

8.5 Canadian Test of Basic Skills

8.6 Reading Recovery
9. APPENDIX A Reading Style Questionnaire Results

1. Do you read with a purpose by skimming and scanning?
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2. Are you able to locate the main idea of a passage?
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3. Do you underline/annotate texts for effective comprehension? 
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4. Are you able to recognize patterns of organization (for example chronological, process, comparison/contrast, analogies, cause/effect) in a document? 
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5. Are you able to summarize material you have read?
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6. Do you take notes from readings to use when you study?
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7. Are you able to analyze essays and articles critically?
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8. As you read, are you able to identify an author's purpose and point of view?
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9. As you read, can you identify the author's tone in the essay or article?
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10. Are you able to tell the difference between fact and opinion in order to detect bias?
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11. Are you able to make valid inferences and conclusions from what you have read? 
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12. As you read a passage, are you able to assess the credibility of the source and/or the author?
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