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Research Question

“What strategies help low-performing African American students in Literacy?” 

Problem Addressed:

The problem that will be addressed in this student is the literacy gap between African American students and their peers of other races.

Rational of Study:

I am very passionate about the topic of African American student's achievement and motivation. I am saddened when I continuously hear that African American students have the lowest test scores and retention and drop out rates. I want to research the factors that contribute to these students’ low grades, grades test scores.  I would also like to come up with some strategies to help these students. I would like to see what type of instructional methods and interventions would be the most beneficial for them.  

Last year at my school African American student scored the lowest on EOG test and had more retentions than any other group. I would like to focus on interventions for these students.  I am interested in this because as an African American teacher it is hurtful to see children of my own race continuously failing tests and not meeting grade level requirements. I want to be able to help the students that get over looked or labeled as behavior problem because they have other issues. 

Research Based Strategies:


Two of the strategies that I used in my research were dialogic reading and interactive reading. 

Dialogic reading is an interactive method of reading picture books with children. Dialogic reading has been found to have an impact whether it is practiced in the school or in the home among African American children. Dialogic reading is an interactive method of reading picture books with young children. This method of reading involves a shift in roles. Whereas adults typically read and children listen, in dialogic reading, children learn to become storytellers. Children are encouraged to describe what they see going on in the books they are presented with and adults assume the role of active listeners – asking questions, adding information, and prompting children to increase the sophistication of their descriptions.


Interactive reading is strategy intended to promote the development of language and literacy skills in young children.  When reading in an “interactive” manner, teachers engage in discussion with students about the book being read. Teachers ask children open-ended questions and encourage them to make use of vocabulary from the book. The strategy is similar to that of dialogic reading, but, whereas adults generally work one-on-one or in small groups with children when engaging in dialogic reading, interactive reading is an appropriate teaching method for use with whole classes. A major goal of interactive reading is providing children with multiple opportunities to use book-related words. In this vein, prior to reading a book aloud, a teacher will select from that book target words – common words that are likely to be unfamiliar to children, but are necessary for story comprehension. Teachers will introduce these words to students before reading the book (often using concrete objects), alert children to their usage in the book, and, after reading the book, engage in activities with children that allow them to make use of these words.
Both of these strategies were identified in the list by Child Trend's journal to help African American students in literacy. 


Another thing I took into consideration was the size of the group I would be working with. In the beginning I wanted to work with a large group but after doing some research I found that low performing African American students generally benefit more from small group settings.  

Teacher Suggested Strategies:

I wanted to find ways to help low-performing African American students in writing but could not find many research based articles about this topic. I discussed with my colleagues some ideas to target this group. We came up with the idea of using pictures as writing prompts. 
Implementation:

For my research I worked with a small group of low-performing African American students. One of the students is in my class and the other three were identified by my colleagues, other first grade teachers in my school. There were four students in my group. I met with the group a total of six times. Each session lasted for about thirty minutes. 
Session 1:  Introduction

For the first session the students were given an introduction. I introduced myself to the ones that did not know me and told them that we would be doing some reading and writing activities. I also did an informal reading interest survey. I asked the students what type of books they liked to reading, if they thought they were good readers, if they read at home, and what would help them become even better readers. Some of the students said they liked to read about animals and that they were good readers. The students did not have many ideas about what could help them become better readers and all but one student said that they read at home. 
Session 2: Interactive Reading

My first step to implementing interactive reading was to do a picture walk of a leveled book called One Duck Stuck. We looked at the pictures and made predictions about the book. Next the students listened to the book on the website Tumblebooks. The reader on the website read the words of the book while the pictures were shown. Each word being read was highlighted. After the story was read we talked about the characters, settings, and events of the book 
Sessions 3: Interactive Reading 

For the next session I wanted to see how well the interactive reading helped the students identify the words in the book on their own. We read the books as a group and then the students read it independently. The students did surprising well on this book, only missing a few words. Next we did a comprehension activity on the smart board where the students had to put the events of the story in order. Each student had a chance to do this and they all sequenced the story correctly.   

Session 4: Dialogic Reading

During this session the students read the book The Boy Who Cried Wolf. This book is a level ten according to the Diagnostic Reading Assessment, which is right on grade level. I read the story to them first, then they did popcorn reading, and finally they read the book independently. As a part of dialogic reading the students were told to ask each other question about the story. The students struggled with this and were only able to recall facts about the story instead of asking questions. 
Session 5: Writing
During the next two sessions I wanted to focus on writing because it seemed to be a weakness among the students even more so than reading. I talked to some of my peers and came up with strategies that might appeal to low performing African American students. One of the strategies we come up with was using pictures as prompts. So, during the fifth session I gave the students a picture to write about. The picture was of some animals riding motorcycles and the students had to come up with a story that went along with it. The students were not given any limitations about their writing. We did not discuss grammar, punctuation, or spelling during this session. I just wanted the students to focus on content. 

The students, on average wrote about two to four sentences which is average for a first grader at this point in the year. 
Session 6: Writing

During this session we revisited the piece that they had written in the previous session. This time we focused on editing the writing in terms of grammar, punctuation, and spelling. I had each student read their writing aloud to me while pointing to each word. This helped to identify grammar errors and words that were left out. Next we went through and identified the beginnings and endings of sentences and put capital letter and punctuation in the correct places. This session was done as a group but in the future I would do it one of one with each student. 
Data Collected:

Reading Level: 

To be considered “on grade level” students should be reading on a level D at the time of the research. These are the students reading levels before and after the month of interventions. The levels were reported by the student's teachers. 

Before

	Student A
	Student B
	Student C
	Student D

	C
	A
	A
	B


After

	Student A
	Student B
	Student C
	Student D

	D
	A
	A
	C


Writing Level:

These are the students writing scores. At the time of the interventions the student needed to be scoring at least a level 2 in writing. The highest a student can score is a level 4. These are the student's writing scores before and after the interventions. 

Before

	Student A
	Student B
	Student C
	Student D

	1
	1
	NS ( not scorable)
	1


After

	Student A
	Student B
	Student C
	Student D

	1
	2
	1
	1


Teacher Interviews: I talked with one of my colleagues whose students participated in the project. I asked the following questions.

1) Do you think your students benefited from the interventions?
2) What improvements have you seen in your students?

3) Would you be interested in using the strategies in your classroom?

For the first question the teacher said she thinks the student benefited from the session because the student needs a lot of small group and individualized help. As for improvements the teacher said she could not really see any because the student only attended a few sessions twice a week. She thinks that if the strategies were done on a regular basis there would be some improvement.  She said she would be interest in using the strategies in her classroom with all students, not necessarily targeting low performing African American students. 
Analysis of Data:


From my data I see that on an average the student’s reading levels did not increase much, if at all after the intervention strategies. This could be due to the number of sessions we had. I would like to continue to do interactive reading with my students to see if it helps over a longer time span. I also noticed that the students with the lower reading levels did not improve any. This makes me wonder if there are other issues that may cause those students to struggle. 

On an average the students writing level did not increase much either. The students that did not improve in reading, however improved in writing. I would like to continue to use picture prompts over a longer time span to see the benefits. 


The teacher interview was helpful because she talked about how low performing students benefit from almost any extra help. This made me wonder if the strategies used would necessarily matter. The students could possibly just perform better after getting lots of individualized and small group help. 
Implications:

I will definitely be using interactive reading in the classroom. The students were very engaged and were able to read a higher leveled text than they normally would be able to. I also will use pictures as writing prompts in the future. Using pictures students can relate to allows them to be more creative and open with their writing. It is also more interesting to them than hearing or seeing a written prompt and having to write about it. 

I will also use my findings to address all low-performing students. I would like to see if these strategies worked with other students as well. 

Reflection:

Throughout this process I kept a journal to reflect upon my thoughts. A few of the issues that were prominent in my journal was the fact that the students in my group came in on differently levels. Although they were all labeled as “low-performing” some were not necessarily below grade level. I learned that these “low-performing” students are necessarily illiterate. They just need to be able to relate to texts and their writing and they are capable of achieving at a higher level. 

I initially began this project thinking I would be able to solve some problems with the entire population of low performing students at my school. Realistically I was only able to work with a small group and identify some strategies that I could use in my classroom. I would like to share my findings with my peers because the strategies that I use could help, not only low performing African American students, but struggling students in general. I look forward to continuing my research. 
Resources

