New Mexico Reading First Evaluation

Year 3, Fourth Quarter Report

January 16, 2007

Prepared by EDC’s Center for Children and Technology

Naomi Hupert, Dr. Wendy Martin

Cricket Heinze, Helga Perez, Lauren Bates, Simon Shulman

Executive Summary

This report reflects evaluation activities that took place between October 1, 2006 and January 15, 2007. The qualitative information gathered for this report comes from site visits conducted between September and December of 2006. During this time a total of 11 districts were visited, and 75 interviews conducted. The quantitative data come from the September 2006 administration of the DIBELS assessment.

Key Findings

Comparison between new and returning New Mexico Reading First students

Students returning to New Mexico Reading First (NMRF) schools are more equipped to achieve Benchmark status than students who are new to NMRF. This suggests that NMRF is having a positive impact on students, and that this impact lasts through the summer months and continues into the following academic year.

Level of need for new schools

New Reading First schools continue to enter the program with students reading at very low levels. While the overall level of academic need of schools may be rising somewhat as the state has targeted the most needy schools first for this program, many schools joining NMRF in Cohort III demonstrate a great need for differentiated and intensive instruction.

Addressing the first grade drop-off:

An analysis of student performance in first grade has lead to the finding that students who enter Kindergarten at Intensive or Strategic support recommendations but make great gains and enter first grade at Benchmark, are very likely to fall behind by the January assessment in first grade.  Our data indicate that 86% of students who fail to maintain Benchmark status at the January assessment in first grade, were students who entered Kindergarten at the Intensive or Strategic support recommendation.  Additional support for these students before the 1st grade January assessment is recommended.

Summary of qualitative study of Dual Language and NMRF

A small number of NMRF schools are implementing both a dual language model and also Reading First.  Teachers and their administrators require additional support, resources and information in order to meet the demands of both these programs, and can benefit from colleagues struggling with the challenge of accomplishing full literacy in two languages simultaneously.

Summary of site visit findings to schools with low performance on the DIBELS

Site visits were made to 14 schools identified as the most struggling in a range of areas.  These schools had several common elements that should be addressed through intensified professional development:

· Reading Block and intervention times: educators need clarification on the importance of an uninterrupted reading block and intervention time.  Many observations were made of interruptions or missed interventions.

· Environmental and Instructional issues:  evaluators noted the need to provide explicit information about the role of environmental print and exposure of students to text in multiple locations (books, signs, artwork, student work, teacher work).  Evaluators also noted the need to assist teachers in solidifying their understanding of aspects of phonics and the underlying skills for reading, as well as insuring that skill work is tied to reading grade and ability level texts.

· Engaging students: evaluators noted a need for teachers to be more responsive to student needs and to their level of engagement.

Recommendations

Recommendations covered the following areas:

· Addressing the dip in the number of first grade students at Benchmark

· Addressing the challenge of dual language instruction with in NMRF

· Targeting schools that continue to struggle with raising student DIBELS support recommendations

· Identifying classroom environments that support student reading

· Addressing issues of classroom management within the context of student engagement and differentiated instruction

· Addressing “effective instruction” for reading

· Using assessment data

· Supporting new schools in Reading First Implementation
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Introduction

This document reflects evaluation activities that took place between October 1, 2006 and January 15, 2007 as part of the New Mexico Reading First (NMRF) evaluation. This evaluation “quarter” extends beyond the previously planned delivery date of December 31, 2006, because of a shift in our contract end date. That date is now extended to March 31, 2007. The qualitative information gathered for this report come from site visits conducted between September and December of 2006.  During this time a total of 11 districts were visited, and 75 interviews conducted (Table 1).

Table 1:  Site visits & observations conducted September – December 2006
	Districts 
Visited
	Schools 
Visited
	Observations
conducted during . . .
	School Staff Interviewed

	11
	22
	38
	75

	
	Reading Block
	Administrative Staff *
	Teachers

	
	27
	49
	26

	
	3
	Kindergarten
	8
	District Coordinators
	

	
	8
	1st grade
	17
	Principals
	

	
	8
	2nd grade
	26
	Reading Coaches, Interventionists
	

	
	4
	3rd grade
	2
	Other
	

	
	4
	Mixed grades
	
	

	
	Interventions
	
	

	
	11
	Conducted by Reading Coach, Teacher or Interventionist
	
	


* Interviewees that have multiple positions are counted more than once.
The evaluation activities during this period focused on three tasks:

• An analysis of school DIBELS data from the September 2006 assessment period, and some longitudinal analyses of DIBELS data to address specific questions about the program.

• Site visits to those schools that have not demonstrated an ability to improve student reading as measured by the DIBELS assessment. Schools that met a minimum of two out of five indicators of poor performance were identified for site visits, and all visits included an observation of at least one reading block and interviews with staff, including teachers, coaches and school-level administrators.  

• A summary of the focused study on dual language classrooms that examines how NMRF functions in these environments.

The September data include student information for both returning and new NMRF schools. Because of the large number of new (Cohort III), schools joining NMRF, we have been able to generate a comparison of student skill levels for those students who have already participated in NMRF and those who are new to NMRF. While this comparison was generated using September data last year, this year’s findings are more robust because of the large numbers of new students entering NMRF.

Overall, we see a pattern indicating that students who have received reading instruction for one or more years in a NMRF classroom are more likely to be at Benchmark in September than their peers who have not had NMRF reading instruction. This difference is evident across all grades, with first grade showing the greatest difference of 15.4% between new and returning students. Our analysis of struggling schools indicates that there are recurrent problems related to program implementation and classroom instruction that have prevented these schools from adequately providing students with the support they need to read at grade level. Our summary of the dual language program suggests that the program can be successful in these classrooms, although there are definite challenges to address. At the end of the report, we provide a section offering a range of recommendations based on the information included in this document. These recommendations are intended to support the ongoing development of the NMRF program, and to assist the NM PED, district and school-based staff in implementing systematic and effective reading instruction for all students.

Analysis of DIBELS Data

In the following section we present an analysis of findings from the September 2006 administration of the DIBELS in NMRF schools. This year a new cohort of schools was added to the NMRF program, and a number of other schools from previous years are no longer in the program. September data show that NMRF schools from all cohorts have large numbers of students who are not reading at grade level and need extra instruction and support. However, the data also show that those students who have been in the program are performing better on the DIBELS, even at the beginning of the year, than those who have not been in the program, which suggests that the program is having a real and lasting impact on students.

Difference in DIBELS results for new vs. returning NMRF students

The September 2006 DIBELS results show that there are substantial differences in the percentage of new and returning students who receive the different support recommendations (see Figure 1). Statewide, 18% more returning students were reading at Benchmark on the September DIBELS than students new to NMRF, and 12% more new students were identified as needing Intensive support.

Figure 1. Sept. 06 DIBELS results for new and returning students
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New vs. Returning Student Outcomes on DIBELS (September 2006)
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This finding is consistent for all grade levels (see Tables 2 and 3) (since all Kindergartners are new to the program, they are not included in the analysis), and ethnicities (see Figures 2 and 3). 

Table 2.  Difference in percentage of students at Benchmark who were in NMRF their previous year and students not in NMRF their previous year (n=9935)
	Grade
	% Benchmark of students exposed to NMRF previous year
	% Benchmark of students not exposed to NMRF previous year
	% Difference*

	
	Sept. ‘05
	Sept. ‘06
	Sept. ‘05
	Sept. ‘06
	Sept. ‘05
	Sept. ‘06

	1st Grade
	55%
	69.5%
	44%
	54.1%
	+ 11%
	+ 15.4%

	2nd Grade
	38%
	46.3%
	28%
	37.9%
	+ 10%
	+ 9.4%

	3rd Grade
	35%
	44.8%
	28%
	35.6%
	+ 7%
	+ 9.2%


*All percentages of difference are statistically significant.

Table 2 shows comparisons in numbers of students at Benchmark for new and returning NMRF students. Data for two years are presented here because this table provides evidence that the NMRF program is having a positive impact on student reading skills as measured by the DIBELS, but also because that impact appears to be increasing over a two-year period. More students returning to NMRF classrooms are at Benchmark in September of this year than were at Benchmark in September of last year.

This positive trend holds true for students identified as needing Intensive support. Table 3 shows that fewer students returning to NMRF classrooms need Intensive support than students who are new to NMRF. In addition, fewer returning students need Intensive support this year than last year.

Table 3. Difference in percentage of students needing Intensive support who were in NMRF their previous year and students not in NMRF their previous year  (n=2739)
	Grade
	% Intensive of students exposed to NMRF previous year
	% Intensive of students not exposed to NMRF previous year
	% Difference*

	
	Sept. ‘05
	Sept. ‘06
	Sept. ‘05
	Sept. ‘06
	Sept. ‘05
	Sept. ‘06

	1st Grade
	11%
	8.5%
	20%
	20.2%
	- 9.0%
	- 11.7%

	2nd Grade
	22%
	23.5%
	33%
	34.2%
	- 11.0%
	- 10.7%

	3rd Grade
	25%
	26.5%
	34%
	35.8%
	- 9.0%
	- 9.3%


*All percentages of difference are statistically significant except for second grade, 2006, which does not show a statistical significance.

It is also interesting to note that overall, the number of students attaining Benchmark increased across both categories. This might reflect a statewide trend in improved reading instruction and performance among students, or might reflect a shift in teaching in those schools where NMRF proposals had been written and new programming was anticipated. However, it is also important to consider the fact that those schools joining NMRF as part of Cohort III are likely serving students who are less at-risk than the schools in Cohorts I and II. This also may explain why more students entered the program reading at Benchmark this year than last year.

However, this trend does not hold true for students who are new to NMRF and who are identified as needing Intensive support. The percentage of students needing Intensive support varies by between one and two percentage points and does not mirror the increase in Benchmark students across all categories as indicated above. This suggests that while non-NMRF schools may be increasing their ability to bring moderately-behind students up to grade level reading, these schools require strategies, materials and programming to support students reading at the lowest levels.

DIBELS data for September 2006 have also been analyzed by ethnicity (Figures 2 and 3) and again, those students who are returning to NMRF show better performance than those who are new to the program.

Figure 2. Percentage of new and returning students at Intensive on the Sept 06 DIBELS, by ethnicity
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New vs. Returning Students at Intensive by Ethnicity 
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Figure 3. Percentage of new and returning students at Benchmark on the Sept 06 DIBELS, by ethnicity
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Overall September DIBELS results by school and district

In previous reports, we have used the threshold of 70% of students at Benchmark as a way of identifying schools that are close to the goal of having all students reading at grade level. Normally, the number of districts and schools that reach this threshold increases over the course of the year, as students are exposed to the NMRF program. The September DIBELS data indicate that there is not a single district that started the year with 70% of its students reading at Benchmark. This is not surprising, since the districts chosen to participate in the program are supposed to be the highest need districts in the state. There were, however, nine districts that started the year with half or more of their students at Benchmark (Table 4). All of these districts are ones that have been in the program for at least two years already. 

Table 4. Districts with 50% or more of their students at Benchmark in September 

	District
	Percentage of students

 at Benchmark

	Las Vegas
	60

	Alamogordo
	58

	Roswell
	55

	West Las Vegas
	55

	Zuni
	55

	Lake Arthur
	54

	Mora
	54

	Hagerman
	52

	Dexter
	51


Conversely, there are eleven districts whose September DIBELS results indicate that they need to provide extra instruction to a substantial number of their students (Table 5). These districts have 30% or more of their students needing Intensive support at the beginning of the year, and therefore face significant challenges. Three of the six new Cohort III districts are in this group, indicating that the state has continued to select high need school to receive program services.

Table 5. Districts with 30% or more students at Intensive in September

	District
	Percentage of students

at Intensive

	Hobbs
	41

	Albuquerque
	39

	Central
	35

	Vaughn
	35

	Deming
	33

	Española
	33

	Jemez Mountain
	33

	Eunice
	32

	Loving
	32

	Gallup-McKinley
	30

	Mesa Vista
	30


Districts in bold are Cohort III schools

When examined at the school level, the DIBELS results vary more dramatically. There were two schools in the program that began the year with 70% or more of their students reading at Benchmark: Paul D. Henry Elementary in Las Vegas (73%), and Yucca Elementary in Alamogordo (72%). Both of these are Cohort II schools. There were twelve schools that had 40% or more of their students needing Intensive support at the beginning of the year (Table 6). It should be noted that three of these are Kindergarten only schools. Kindergarten DIBELS scores for most schools show high percentages of Intensive students in September, so it is not surprising that a number of Kindergarten only schools would appear on this list.

Table 6. Schools with 40% of more students at Intensive in September

	School
	District
	Percentage of students 

at Intensive

	Lavaland
	Albuquerque
	50

	Booker T. Washington*
	Hobbs
	49

	Los Ninos*
	Espanola
	45

	Naschitti
	Central
	45

	Llano*
	Lovington
	44

	Kit Carson
	Albuquerque
	42

	Gallina
	Jemez Mountain
	41

	La Promesa
	Belen
	41

	San Rafael
	Grants
	41

	Will Rogers
	Hobbs
	41

	Church Rock Academy
	Gallup-McKinley
	40


Schools in bold are Cohort III schools

* Kindergarten only schools

The trends in the data have been somewhat consistent over the years, with Kindergartners beginning the year with low DIBELS scores and improving a great deal, while first graders tend to start the year scoring very well on the DIBELS and either performing worse or the same at the end of the year. Students in the higher grades have consistently had somewhat flat results, neither showing dramatic increases nor dramatic decreases over the year. After two to three years of program implementation, one might expect that DIBELS results for students in the higher grades would show greater numbers reading at grade level, at least in the Cohort I and II schools, even in the beginning of the year. However, the state results by grade show that fewer than half of second and third graders in NMRF schools read at grade level in the beginning of the year (see Figures 4 and 5). There are, however, a few districts that have a higher than average percentage of students in the higher grades beginning the year at Benchmark. All of these districts are from Cohorts I or II (see Table 7).

Figure 4. Percentage of second graders with different support recommendations on the September DIBELS, statewide
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Figure 4. Percentage of third graders with different support recommendations on the September DIBELS, statewide
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Table 7. Districts with higher than average percentage of students in second and/or third grade at Benchmark in September

	District
	Percentage of 2nd graders at Benchmark
	Percentage of 3rd graders at Benchmark

	Alamogordo
	63
	57

	Dexter
	46
	51

	Hagerman
	61
	46

	Las Vegas
	62
	49

	Mora
	43
	61

	Questa
	43
	61

	Roswell
	55
	58

	West Las Vegas
	59
	50

	Zuni
	62
	67


There are also districts that have notably poor results for their older students on the September DIBELS. In the cases of the Cohort III districts, this is not surprising. However, in those Cohort I and II districts, these results are disappointing, suggesting that the program in not having a sustained impact in these districts on students as they move through the grade levels (Table 8). 

Table 8. Districts in which less that 30% of second and/or third graders achieve Benchmark on the September DIBELS

	District
	Percentage of 2nd graders at Benchmark
	Percentage of 3rd graders at Benchmark

	Albuquerque
	32
	29

	Deming
	19
	24

	Floyd
	27
	29

	Gallup-McKinley
	27
	25

	Hobbs
	43
	29

	Jemez Mountain
	29
	27

	Loving
	35
	25

	Quemado
	29
	27

	Santa Fe
	32
	24

	Vaughn
	33
	11


Districts in bold are Cohort III schools

There were only four schools in the state with 70% of its third graders reading at Benchmark on the September DIBELS: Yucca Elementary (83%) in Alamogordo, Rio Costilla (75%) in Questa, and Missouri Avenue (73%) and Washington Avenue (79%) in Roswell. 

September DIBELS results by race/ethnicity

In previous reports we have shown that NMRF has helped to close the reading achievement gap between white and minority (Hispanic and American Indian) students. We will again track whether this gap closes over the year. Statewide, the September 06 DIBELS data shows that overall, there is about a 12% differential between the scores of white and minority students. 

Figure 5: Statewide DIBELS assessment data for September 2006, disaggregated by ethnicity
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Interestingly, though, there are a number of districts in which this pattern does not hold. In some districts, there is an even greater differential between the performance of white and some or all minority students on the DIBELS (see Table 9). In other districts, students of different races/ethnicities perform fairly equally on the DIBELS (see Table 10), and in still others, minority students outperform white students (see Table 11).

Table 9. Districts in which there is a greater disparity between white and some or all minority students than state average on the September DIBELS assessment

	District
	Percentage of white students at Benchmark
	Percentage of Hispanic students at Benchmark
	Percentage of American Indian students at Benchmark

	Bernalillo
	66
	43
	47

	Floyd
	65
	34
	–

	Jemez Mountain
	67
	55
	20

	Lake Arthur
	83
	43
	–

	Ruidoso
	45
	37
	20

	Santa Fe
	52
	30
	–

	Wagon Mound
	50
	30
	


Table 10. Districts in which there is a smaller disparity between white and some or all minority students on the September DIBELS assessment

	District
	Percentage of white students at Benchmark
	Percentage of Hispanic students at Benchmark
	Percentage of American Indian students at Benchmark

	Cuba
	60
	61
	36

	Dulce
	67
	69
	45

	Grants
	52
	48
	50

	Hobbs
	36
	31
	–

	Las Vegas*
	77
	67
	100 (n=1)

	Mesa Vista
	40
	47
	100 (n=1)

	Mora
	40
	55
	–

	Questa
	57
	56
	–

	Roswell*
	72
	61
	100 (n=2)


*Though disparity between white and Hispanic students in not much smaller than state average, it is notable that the percentage of Hispanic students at Benchmark in these districts is about 20% higher than state average.

Table 11. Districts in which some or all minority students performed better than white students on the September DIBELS assessment

	District
	Percentage of white students at Benchmark
	Percentage of Hispanic students at Benchmark
	Percentage of American Indian students at Benchmark

	Belen
	47
	38
	67

	Chama
	20
	60
	–

	Mesa Vista
	40
	47
	100 (n=1)

	Mora
	40
	55
	–

	Zuni
	50 (n=2)
	100 (n=1)
	59


Overall, these DIBELS findings present information that reflects the high-need-schools focus of this program. While some schools show substantial numbers of students reading at grade level, many show large percentages of their population needing additional instruction that is targeted to need. These data can help state, district and school staff to identify those schools that face the greatest challenges in terms of serving large numbers of at-risk students. These schools face scheduling, resource distribution, and instructional challenges that many other schools do not, and will require support in meeting all of these challenges.  

(Please note that the above ethnicity data include only Church Rock Elementary School from the Gallup school district.)

Supporting First Graders

New Mexico’s Reading First data over the past three years have shown a consistent trend. A very low percentage of Kindergartners begin the year reading at Benchmark, but then their performance improves dramatically over the year, so that very high percentages of them are reading at Benchmark by the end of the year. For example, in the 2004-05 academic year, 28% of Kindergartners began the year at Benchmark, and 70% ended the year at Benchmark. In the 2005-06 academic year, again 28% of Kindergartners began the year at Benchmark and 78% were at Benchmark in April. Conversely, large percentages of first graders tend to begin the year at Benchmark, but they do not improve over the year and, in fact, some drop from Benchmark to Strategic or Intensive. For example, in the 2004-05 school year, 64% of first graders were at Benchmark in September, but only 52% were at Benchmark in April. In the 2005-06 school year the drop was smaller, from 65% to 62%, but any drop is problematic. In the 2005-06 academic year, second and third graders made moderate improvement in the percentage of students at Benchmark over the year (11% and 14% respectively), but both began the year with only 41% to 44% at Benchmark, which means that even after three years of programming, only slightly more than half of NMRF third graders leave the program reading at grade level. 

In order for the program to reach its goal of ensuring all students can read at grade level by the end of third grade, it is important for students to show some improvement in their performance in every year of the program. The trend in the data over a number of years suggests that the program starts off very effective with the youngest students, but loses its impact in the middle of the first grade, and then never quite proves as effective for students over the next two and a half years. There are a number of reasons why this might be the case. The first reason is that the DIBELS assessment changes over time, testing primarily for phonics and phonemic awareness in Kindergarten and the beginning of first grade, and then emphasizing oral reading fluency more by the end of first grade and exclusively assessing oral reading fluency in second and third grade. The core programs that are used by NMRF schools may be more effective in their phonics and phonemic awareness instruction than in their oral reading fluency instruction. Therefore, when phonics and phonemic awareness are assessed, students perform well, and when oral reading fluency is assessed, they do not perform as well.

Another possible (and not mutually exclusive) explanation for this trend may be the way the DIBELS data are used to make instructional decisions. NMRF is designed so that those students who are identified by the DIBELS as Strategic receive 30 extra minutes of instruction, and those identified as Intensive receive 60 extra minutes reading instruction daily. It is notable that the grades in which more students start the year identified as Strategic or Intensive, and therefore receive the additional instruction, are the grades in which more students show improvement. In other words, there is a strong association between the number of students who receive additional instruction and the amount of improvement shown in the data. First graders may, in a sense, be victims of their own success. Because a large percentage of first graders perform well at the beginning of the year, fewer of them receive additional instruction during the first four months of the school year than students in any other grade. Many of those first graders who do not receive additional instruction because of their September DIBELS results may, in fact, actually need that extra instruction to maintain their Benchmark status as the DIBELS assessment begins to assess a new skill—oral reading fluency. In other words, the Benchmark status may be more “fragile” for some students than others.

We decided to investigate whether there were patterns in the data that might help determine whether there were key differences between those students who were able to maintain Benchmark status over the first grade year, and those who were not. We discovered that those students who were not able to stay at Benchmark by January of first grade were much more likely to have been identified as Strategic (53.7%) or Intensive (32.8%) at the beginning of Kindergarten (see Table 12). 

Table 12. DIBELS recommendations from September Kindergarten assessment for first graders who maintain Benchmark status and those who do not stay at Benchmark by January

	
	% at Benchmark in Sept of Kindergarten
	% at Strategic in Sept of Kindergarten
	% at Intensive in Sept of Kindergarten

	First graders at Benchmark in Sept and Jan
	42.6
	38.8
	18.6

	First graders at Benchmark in Sept but not Jan
	13.5
	53.7
	32.8


Many students who began Kindergarten with poor literacy skills, and who then received additional instruction, were able to move up to Benchmark status by the end of Kindergarten and maintain that in the beginning of first grade. However, because these students were at Benchmark at the beginning of first grade, they no longer received additional instruction. As a result, a large percentage of this group fell back once again to Strategic or Intensive on the DIBELS by January of first grade.

These results suggest that teachers and administrators may need to base their instructional decisions on more than just the most recent DIBELS assessment data. Understanding each individual student’s DIBELS assessment history may be critical for making instructional decisions that meet that student’s specific needs. Literacy comprises a complex and interrelated set of skills that include phonics, phonemic awareness, fluency, vocabulary, comprehension and oral reading fluency. The fact that these are treated as discrete skills is simply a reflection of the necessities of the educational environment, in which teachers need a systematic, sequential approach to instruction that introduces the most basic skills first and then builds on them. However, some students will need extra instructional support to prepare them as new skills, such as oral reading fluency, are introduced into the instructional and assessment sequence. The Kindergarten data clearly show that many students who do not come to school with strong literacy backgrounds and skills respond very well to the extra instructional support NMRF provides. This analysis of the Kindergarten through first grade data may provide the information needed to ensure that those first graders whose Benchmark status may not be robust enough to last the entire year are also given the opportunity to receive the extra instruction they may need. 
Table 13 identifies those schools and districts that have large numbers of students who enter Kindergarten well below Benchmark, and therefore are at high risk of falling behind once they reach first grade. These schools should be targeted for additional guidance in providing appropriate support to students who may be at risk of falling behind Benchmark during their first grade school year.

Table 13: Percentage of Kindergarten students identified as needing Intensive support in September, 2006.

	District
	School
	% students at Intensive in Kindergarten

	Albuquerque
	Hodgin Elementary
	35.9

	
	Kit Karson
	41.5

	
	Lavaland
	52.8

	
	Tomasita
	39.4

	
	Whittier
	51.4

	* Belen
	La Merced
	31.8

	
	La Promesa
	42.9

	* Central
	Naschitti
	60.9

	
	Nataani Nez
	50

	
	Newcomb
	46.3

	
	Nzhoni
	53.2

	Chama
	Chama Elementary
	30.8

	Cuba
	Cuba Elementary
	31

	Deming
	Deming Elementary
	58.3

	Espanola
	Alcalde
	68.2

	
	Chimayo
	36.7

	
	Dixon
	33.3

	
	Fairview (Salazar)
	38

	
	Hernandez
	32.4

	
	Los Ninos
	44.6

	
	Mountain View
	62.5

	
	San Juan
	51.1

	
	Velarde
	52

	Gallup
	Church Rock
	34

	
	Rocky View
	55

	Grants
	Cubero Elementary
	44

	
	Mt. Taylor Elementary
	37.8

	Jemez Mountain
	Gallina
	50

	
	Lybrook
	30.8

	Las Cruces
	Columbia
	41.2

	
	Valley
	30.8

	* Loving
	Loving Elementary
	31.4

	Lovington
	Llano Elementary
	44.1

	Moriarty
	Moriarty Elementary
	35.8

	
	Mountain View
	31.3

	Portales
	Brown Elementary
	34.5

	Quemado
	Quemado Elementary
	30.8

	REC 7
	Booker T. Washington
	49

	
	Jefferson
	45

	
	Mettie Jordan
	47.2

	
	Will Rogers
	64.3

	REC 8
	Hagerman
	30

	Roswell
	Pecos Elementary
	60.3

	* Ruidoso
	Nob Hill
	33.6

	Santa Fe
	Alvord
	35.3

	
	Turquois Train
	30.3


Note: schools in red have more than 50% of students needing intensive support in Kindergarten.

* Cohort 3 schools.
New Mexico Reading First within a Dual Language Program

New Mexico has struggled to maintain its wide range of Spanish language programs for native Spanish speakers across the state. These include programs that span the range of approaches for supporting students who come from homes where Spanish is the primary language spoken. This has been a challenge within the context of the federal Reading First program, which was designed to support only English Language reading instruction. In our Third Quarter Evaluation Report we examined student outcomes on the DIBELS and IDEL, and suggested that students receiving reading instruction in Spanish appear to be making gains that are equivalent to, and perhaps greater than, those made by students receiving instruction in English. In this report we examine the challenges that teachers face as they attempt to implement a Dual Language program within the context of Reading First.

During the fall of 2006, classroom observations were conducted in three second-grade classrooms at two different schools, where teachers are implementing NMRF within a dual language model. Evaluators observed the 90-minute reading block, which in all three cases, was delivered in Spanish. After the observations, we asked teachers questions about the goals of the dual language program at their school and in their district, the materials they are expected to use and actually are using, the assessments they are administering, the professional development provided and received, additional supports they have received and need, and any benefits and challenges they associate with the implementation of NMRF within a dual language model. Additional interviews were conducted with the school-level reading coaches and the principals at both schools.

The Dual Language Program

Each of the schools visited implements a dual language model that is 90/10 in Kindergarten and first grade, and 80/20 in second grade. This means that 90 percent of time, the language of instruction is Spanish and during the remaining ten percent of the time, it is English. In second grade, it shifts slightly with 80 percent of the day in Spanish and the remaining 20 percent in English. Dual language teachers try to adhere to division of time and language of instruction. In fact, during the observation of one classroom when a student spoke to the teacher in English, the teacher responded, “Es la hora de Español,” explaining that this is time designated for Spanish. A few monolingual English speakers are enrolled in one of the three classrooms, but the goal for all students participating in the dual language programs at both schools, no matter their proficiency in either language, is to become bilingual and proficient speakers and readers in both English and Spanish

Findings

Materials

All of the teachers interviewed expressed concern about the quality of the Spanish materials, and in particular that of the Core series. More specifically, they worry that because some of the Core and supplementary materials are near direct translations of the English materials and basals, the Spanish materials do not adequately address skills that are specific to teaching students how to read in Spanish. While teachers appreciated having the same series in both languages to support students’ comprehension, they questioned whether direct translations of the materials equally cover the distinct skills needed to read in Spanish. For example, one teacher voiced skepticism about whether the Spanish version of Houghton Mifflin series (Trofeos) adequately addresses Spanish phonics and phonemic awareness, particularly because Spanish is structured differently than English. 

These concerns prompted dual language teachers in both schools to use supplementary materials that come from other curriculum or intervention packages, or ones they acquired or created themselves before implementing NMRF. Said one dual language teacher, “As a bilingual teacher, you have to create your own materials.” She continued to explain that analysis of the Core series is imperative to determine what is appropriate to teach and what is not. “This job doesn’t end in the classroom.” In fact, at her school, dual language teachers meet to analyze the materials and assessments, so they can focus in on those strategies and activities they consider to be most effective.  

Assessment

These teachers reported feeling that the IDEL, the Spanish equivalent of the DIBELS, is not as reliable a measure as the DIBELS, mainly because the IDEL does not include all the features that the DIBELS does. First, the benchmarks for the IDEL were established and released recently, and secondly, the IDEL does not include progress monitoring.  “My biggest concern is having a valid assessment,” stated one of the teachers. “If you don’t, you can’t be data-driven.” All three of the teachers reported feeling that several of the vocabulary words, which make up the reading passages of the IDEL, are not appropriate for the grade level they are testing. According to them, some of the words are five and six syllables, and some are words specific to certain regions where Spanish is spoken, such as Puerto Rico. Like their English teaching counterparts, they also question the IDEL’s value in terms its ability to assess students’ comprehension. All three of the dual language teachers use other measures to assess their students’ Spanish reading proficiency. They not only use the EDL – the Spanish equivalent of the DRA – and the Tejas Le – the Spanish equivalent of the TPRI, they also use assessments that are embedded in the curriculum, along with ones they create themselves. In addition, one of the dual language teachers uses the DIBELS to assess her students’ proficiency in reading in English.  She explained, “We want to have the data to show them. The number one thing to show is growth. We know when the child is a good reader in Spanish when they are a good reader in English.” She also noted the importance of knowing and understanding the various stages of English language acquisition so as to know where students are in terms of learning to speak and eventually read in English.

Professional development

The dual language teachers interviewed reported that they would like to receive professional development on the state level that is specific to implementing NMRF with a dual language model. One spoke about a workshop she received from her district. While the state plans to provide professional development this spring, all feel it would be helpful to have a better picture of how NMRF is to be implemented within a dual language model. One teacher requested support in regard to scheduling enough time for teaching reading in both languages, and more knowledge in terms of teaching reading in Spanish so she can analyze the materials and know exactly what to teach.

Providing interventions

A major challenge for teachers in these dual language classrooms is providing adequate intervention instruction to those students identified as needing Intensive or Strategic support.  At both schools the interventionists and Special Education teachers do not speak Spanish. Dual language students at these schools who are identified as at-risk do not receive intervention instruction and the individualized attention a resource teacher has the potential to provide. Dual language classroom teachers, consequently, are more challenged than their English teaching counterparts to provide the interventions necessary to support struggling readers in achieving proficiency. In one case, the dual language teacher works with an assistant, who pushes in to the classroom, to provide small group supervision and instructional support; she is not a certified instructor.  
Benefits and challenges

Teachers all indicate that the challenge of combining a Dual Language program with the requirements of NMRF is worthwhile because students have the chance to leave school as successful readers and speakers of two languages. Administrators, teachers and parents who support the dual language program feel strongly that bilingualism is a clear advantage in the lives of the students who attain it. 
However, the challenge comes in implementing the program faithfully so that students are presented with equal opportunities to become proficient readers in both Spanish and English. Teachers noted the following challenges associated with a comprehensive implementation of NMRF within a dual language model:

· Spanish equivalents of the NMRF materials (i.e. the Core, intervention programs, the assessments) were provided far later than the English materials. Commented one teacher, “Reading First leaders did not think ahead about dual language programs.” For each of these teachers materials did not arrive for months or an entire year after the program began. Hence, dual language teachers experienced delays in fully implementing NMRF.

· Teachers stated that Spanish language materials are not equal to the English materials in terms of focusing on the skills, which are particular to teaching Spanish reading. Teachers worry that the direct translations of the Core basals and supplementary materials do not support teachers in adequately covering the skills necessary and specific to teaching Spanish reading, as opposed to teaching reading in English.  In addition, the IDEL is not equal to the DIBELS in that benchmarks were established and released recently, and progress monitoring is not yet included.  

· Many interventionists, coaches and additional resource teachers, such as Special Education teachers, do not speak Spanish, and therefore, are not able to provide the interventions required by NMRF to assist struggling readers. Dual language teachers are therefore the sole providers of intervention instruction. In some cases, assistants help in offering individualized instruction to struggling readers, but for the most part, the teacher is the only certified educator supplying additional support.

Recommendations 

Teaching children to read proficiently in both English and Spanish is challenging. Dual language teachers and the administrators in the schools where they work, therefore, require additional support to accomplish this. While the data show that students in dual language programs within NMRF schools are generally performing and progressing at the same rate as their English counterparts, the state may want to provide targeted attention to dual language programs in NMRF schools so that those scores remain steady, and those students continue to achieve. The following seven recommendations are directed to the PED, district and school administrators, with the goal of supporting the implementation of NMRF within a dual language model.
1) A Focus on Oral Language Development:  All three of the dual language teachers focused significant parts of the 90-minute, uninterrupted reading block on developing students’ oral Spanish language skills. In one classroom, the teacher provided a laminated sheet on each table, which outlined sentence starters and questions that students should and could use when speaking to one another. In the two other first grade classrooms, teachers spent the first twenty minutes of the reading block facilitating conversations amongst the students and providing opportunities for them to share. In all cases, students were encouraged to use complete sentences when speaking. Teachers additionally emphasized the importance of modeling correct Spanish for the students. Insuring that teachers working in dual language settings have access to resources and to information about approaches to support the specific needs of students in dual language classrooms can insure that all teachers in these settings have appropriate information available to inform their instruction. The continuation of professional development opportunities that emphasize oral language development techniques can contribute to this.

2) Effective Strategies for Teaching Reading:  Dual language teachers report using many of the same research-based strategies, which their English teaching counterparts utilize to teach reading. One example is that they all report using small guided reading groups to differentiate instruction. As one teacher commented, “Teaching reading is teaching reading, no matter if it’s in Spanish or English.” In addition, dual language teachers said it is just as important for them to be data-based, hence their desire to have access to an assessment that accurately measures the Spanish reading proficiency of their students. Dual language teachers should therefore continue to participate in state, district and school-level trainings with their English teaching counterparts to learn the strategies for teaching reading, which are endorsed by NMRF. In addition, when possible, the state should continue to seek greater reliability from developers of the IDEL so that it can serve as an equivalent assessment to the DIBELS for measuring student progress.
3) Use of Supplementary Materials:  Teachers and administrators stress the importance of utilizing materials that teachers either make themselves or find in other programs or curriculum packages to supplement the core basal series.  As aforementioned, they do not believe that any of the core series that they are using adequately addresses the issues that are particular to the structure of the Spanish language. The challenge comes in having the knowledge to discern what materials are and are not appropriate, as well as what parts of the core are most essential.  Gaining this knowledge and understanding requires significant time, experience and training. It is therefore essential that the PED and the districts work alongside of dual language teachers to analyze the core series the district selected along with other supplemental materials, so they can ensure that materials will adequately support students and teachers in achieving Spanish reading proficiency.  In addition, districts and schools that support dual language programs can benefit from the materials and instructional approaches developed by Cohort I and II teachers. Opportunities for dual language teachers to share information and resources can be included in professional development activities. These opportunities can provide dual language teachers with increased support and a broader set of resources for implementing this challenging kind of reading program.
4) Emphasis on Parent Involvement:  Dual language teachers have twice the challenge of regular classroom teachers; they must support their students in becoming proficient readers in two languages. Consequently they need as much support as possible. Dual language teachers and the administrators in the schools where they work note how much the support of parents at home affects students’ performance in the classroom. One teacher explained how crucial it is for parents to commit completely to the program for a few years. By making expectations clear and offering ways by which parents can support their child, teachers, administrators, and district and state officials can involve parents in their children’s and, consequently, the program’s success. Providing clear information to parents about the role of NMRF in the context of a dual language program can help parents understand the demands placed on their child, and can also lay the foundation for their support.
5) Professional Development Specific to NMRF and the Dual Language Program:  While acknowledging that many of the strategies for English-language reading can transfer to Spanish language instruction, dual language teachers noted differences between teaching students to read in English and to doing so in Spanish. These teachers suggested that dual language teachers receive professional development that is not only specific to teaching reading with NMRF and dual language, but that they also receive training on how to manage logistics, such as how to schedule the school day so as to include the 90-minute, uninterrupted reading block and the daily dose of teaching English. With the many requirements of NMRF on top of the dual language program goal of teaching students to be bilingual, dual language teachers struggle to fit it all in. 
6) Spanish-speaking Resource Teachers:  At the schools included in this summary, the reading coaches, interventionists and Special Education teachers do not speak Spanish. The result is that struggling students in NMRF dual language classrooms in those schools have access to fewer resources than their English teaching counterparts. While some of these students do receive interventions and/or individualized or small group attention from an assistant teacher who pushes in, they are not receiving intervention instruction from someone certified or trained by the PED, such as a coach. While it may prove difficult to locate candidates, it is suggested that districts and schools attempt to hire those who not only are qualified but also speak Spanish, and/or they hire more Spanish speakers to support interventionists, coaches and Special Education teachers. Though this extends beyond the parameters of the NMRF grant, consideration might be given to working with the state’s teacher education programs to support the training of increasing numbers of Spanish speaking teachers who are trained as reading specialists.
These recommendations are made with the goal of helping the subset of teachers working to provide a high quality dual language experience for their students.  Though we recognize that NMRF can not support a large scale professional development effort for this subset of teachers, it is likely that providing clear opportunities for these teachers to exchange information and share resources can increase their effectiveness as teachers within the NMRF model.
Summary of Findings from Struggling Schools

Site visits during the final quarter of 2006 focused on schools struggling to improve student outcomes on the DIBELS assessment. Using data from the 2005/2006 school year, we looked for schools that met at least some of the following criteria:

· The percentage of students at Benchmark remained flat between September 2005 and April 2006.

· The percentage of students at Intensive increased between September 2005 and April 2006.

· The percentage of 1st graders at Benchmark decreased between September 2005 and April 2006.

· Less than 30% of students tested at Benchmark in September 2005.

· Less than 50% of students tested at Benchmark in April 2006. 

Our highest priority sites were the 14 schools meeting two or three of the above criteria; evaluators visited all of these high-risk sites. (A 15th school, Lavaland Elementary in Albuquerque, was visited during the previous quarter.  This school was identified as a high priority school, but also was noted as a school that has made excellent gains in multiple areas, and also was unique among large schools in that students made notable progress.) Additionally, we visited four schools near the high-risk sites, including one Cohort III school.

The data from these visits reveal myriad factors that could negatively impact student progress at these sites. Observations during core and intervention blocks showed many ways instruction could be improved, ranging from the relatively simple (eliminating interruptions to the core reading block) to the complex (using a broad range of data to drive instruction on a daily basis). Although each site had idiosyncrasies that could be addressed, our analysis has identified some common trends across the schools:

Disruption of Reading Blocks and Interventions 

· Core instruction was interrupted by visitors to classrooms, phone calls to teachers, students being pulled from or returning to the room, etc.

· Several schools had a weekly early dismissal day. At some sites, afternoon intervention sessions were canceled that day, every single week.

Environmental and Instructional Problems

· Poor classroom environments were sometimes observed. Such rooms lacked alphabet displays, bookshelves for the classroom library, word walls, etc. 

· Student engagement during instruction was often low. Teachers had few methods of focusing their pupils’ attention.

· Many teachers struggled to manage their classrooms, relying on only one or two strategies to organize instructional time.

· Phonics instruction was rarely explicit and sometimes included inappropriate activities such as copying spelling words. Furthermore, some educators relied on “sound it out” as their sole phonics instructional method.

· Fluency was taught as a discreet skill, rather than as part of the spectrum of abilities needed for literacy. 

· Teachers and interventionists rarely employed the teaching strategy of coaching. 

Failure to Respond to Students Needs 

· Educators were unresponsive to student needs, ignoring pleas for assistance, failing to give corrective feedback and pressing on through lessons despite evidence students were not learning the material presented.

· Differentiated instruction was lacking in most classrooms, even those with centers and small group work. 

· Data from diagnostic tests sometimes was not shared with classroom teachers and remained with interventionists, even when teachers provided in-class intervention instruction.

We would like to emphasize that no single issue was found at every site and that evaluators also noted positive practices at every school. The influence of the PED’s core training workshops was apparent and almost all interviewed teachers, reading coaches and administrators praised the state’s professional development offerings. Even the highest-risk sites felt they have benefited from the NMRF program.

Disruption of Reading Blocks and Interventions
All of the schools visited had the 90-minute core reading block as part of the school’s daily schedule. At nearly half of the 18 sites, however, the core reading block was interrupted by minor or major events. 

· At one school, some students were taken from class during core instruction and returned later during the session. The students disrupted class both leaving and returning.

· One teacher dismissed her entire class for a bathroom break during core instruction.

· Visitors to classrooms created distractions at three sites. (Note: this does not include administrators visiting classrooms during walkthroughs.) 

· Phone calls and intercom announcements occurred during core instruction at two sites.

· One teacher was briefly pulled from her classroom during the core.

· In one classroom, instruction was disrupted by three unsupervised SPED students. Typically, these students participated in a pullout core lesson with the SPED teacher. During our visit, the SPED teacher was absent and the homeroom teacher absorbed the students into her core block. The students did not participate in core instruction, instead loudly playing card and computer games for the duration of the block. 

· Students frequently came from other classes to use one teacher’s electric pencil sharpener. The loud sharpener drowned out all instruction while in use.

Intervention blocks suffered from fewer interruptions. Interviewees at six sites, however, revealed their schools have an early release day every week. At half of these schools, educators noted that some or all afternoon intervention sessions are cancelled on the early release day. 

Environmental and Instructional Problems

Research on effective literacy instruction emphasizes the importance of creating classrooms that are print-rich environments brimming with opportunities to read. While many classrooms we visited were well stocked with books and decorated with literacy posters and word walls, others fell far short of the ideal. One classroom lacked even an alphabet on display—the walls were bare save for charts of data and lists of district benchmarks. The majority of classrooms failed to have examples of student assignments or writing on display, as well. 

Classroom management and student engagement strategies were noticeably absent from many classrooms. Low student engagement and limited use of classroom management strategies were observed at seven sites, respectively. Not surprisingly, over half of the classrooms with disengaged students became difficult for the instructor to manage. Several teachers and interventionists were dependent upon only one or two management or engagement strategies. When those methods failed, instruction continued but fewer students participated in assignments and classroom activities. Furthermore, some educators appeared to place greater importance on following the core scripts and lesson maps than on making sure they had the attention of their students. Others were unsure if lesson maps should be used with only the core program or with the intervention and replacement core programs. 

Instruction in the key areas of phonics and fluency seemed especially challenging to teachers. Phonics instruction often included implicit instruction where teachers made assumptions about student knowledge of word or letter sounds, and ineffective activities, in particular when students worked independently in journals or worksheets. 

Implicit phonics instruction was observed in both core and intervention sessions.  Typically, instructors provided letters, digraphs or words for students to chorally read rather than explicit explanation of the letter-sound correspondences students must learn to decode text. Practice reading letters, digraphs and words is an important facet of learning phonics, but one that should follow and reinforce explicit instruction of phonics rules. Teachers in many cases limited their phonics instruction to the vague advice of “sound it out,” an especially ineffective tactic when it appears the students do not know the sounds in question. Most disturbingly, we observed several lessons completely lacking in explicit phonics instruction, despite the fact these ability-grouped sessions included students unable to link individual letters to their sounds.

Inappropriate phonics activities such as taking spelling tests, copying spelling words (in one instance, including nonsense words) and playing Bingo were observed in several core and intervention lessons. While games like Bingo and spelling exercises can be effective parts of phonics instruction, teachers should emphasize letter-sound correspondences, phoneme segmentation, etc. when using them. 

Fluency instruction was also of concern. Particularly in 1st, 2nd and 3rd grade classrooms, fluency was often taught as a discreet skill, rather than as part of the spectrum of abilities needed for literacy. Core programs and the DIBELS assessment both emphasize fluency in 1st through 3rd grades, so teachers’ focus on fluent reading is understandable. However, some teachers dedicated the majority of the core block to choral reading, despite the students’ inability to identify letter sounds or decode CVC words. Other teachers emphasized speed, encouraging students to chorally read to a drumbeat or recording. In many cases, students were unable to keep up—their choral reading was reduced to mumbling. In each of these cases, fluency was inhibited by weaknesses in the other “Big Five” ideas, above all in phonics. 

Finally, teachers and interventionists rarely employed the teaching strategy of coaching, characterized by guiding students toward understanding rather than simply feeding them information. We frequently observed teachers supplying words to their students during choral reading, rather than giving the children strategies for decoding. This teaching style is sometimes called “telling.” Although brief instances of telling were observed in many classrooms, in a few places telling was the norm. In one classroom, the students appeared so accustomed to being told words that they did not attempt to decode at all; they simply paused and waited for the teacher to say the words they could not read. The instructor told words ranging from “turned” and “Robert” to high frequency ones such as “her” and “when.” 

Failure to Respond to Student Needs

Our observations of both struggling and successful schools indicate that the state has been very effective in communicating to teachers and administrators the idea that collecting and using DIBELS data is a key component of NMRF. In fact, all administrators, teachers and reading coaches interviewed during the last quarter of 2006 understood that the DIBELS was a means of collecting student data and that the data should be used to assist instruction. Yet few interviewees were able to articulate concrete ways DIBELS data were used, except to create intervention and center groups. In the worst-case scenario, this meant intervention sessions and centers were ability-grouped, but the instruction did not necessarily address the students’ needs. For example, interventionists at two schools re-taught aspects the day’s core lesson during the Intensive intervention session, primarily using materials from the core program and games. Yet neither session incorporated explicit phonics instruction, although students were observed struggling to decode words as simple as “to.” Furthermore, few teachers were observed using small groups/centers during core instruction to introduce differentiated materials with targeted groups of students. Small groups were thus opportunities to give additional attention to four or five students at a time, rather than give them additional attention on the topics they struggled with most.

Additionally, since the state adopted lesson maps and templates, observed reading instruction has become more standardized. While core instruction is thus more focused on effective exercises and essential topics, some educators exhibited more commitment to following the script than to responding to the immediate needs of their students. While this is indeed an instructional problem, the underlying issue is misunderstanding how to use data to guide instruction. Few interviewees noted that instruction could respond to non-DIBELS data collected by teachers every single day: student responses, student decoding ability, student questions, and student ability to complete assignments, to name a few. Teachers seemed aware of the DIBELS instructional recommendations of their students (Intensive, Strategic or Benchmark) and grouped them accordingly, but failed to provide corrective feedback or modify the lesson when children were unsuccessful. One interventionist was observed as follows:

(The four students in the group are reading words chorally from their workbooks. The workbook lists real and nonsense words for the students to read.)

The workbook lists the word, “Yell!” The students chorally read, “Well.” 
Interventionist: You need to say it ‘Yell!’ because of the exclamation.
The students continue to the next word on the list.

In another instance, a classroom teacher chorally reads a story with her group of first graders. After each page of the text, the teacher allowed a couple of students to read aloud individually and asked a few comprehension or vocabulary questions. One page included the phrase, “left in the lurch.” 

Teacher: What does “lurch” mean, “left in the lurch?” 
No one responds. 
Teacher: It means left with a problem. 
The class flips to the next page of the story. 

Student A: This is so hard. 
Teacher: It is not hard. 
Student B: It goes all the way to 60! (They’re on page 11 currently.) 
They continue chorally reading the next page.

Here, the class’s difficulty with the text is clear: no one was able to understand the word “lurch.” One student actually commented on the difficulty of the text and another on its length. All the same, the teacher continued on without coaching the students to an understanding of what happened on the page or what is happening in the story. 

Diagnostic data were also in short supply at some schools. Two schools did not report using a diagnostic test while four others did not use either of the most commonly accepted diagnostics, the TPRI and the Woodcock-Johnson. Although the remaining sites reportedly use either the TPRI or the Woodcock-Johnson, it is unclear how effectively those data are shared. In most cases, teachers had not been trained on a diagnostic assessment and did not indicate they had received diagnostic data. When asked if teachers use the TPRI, Woodcock-Johnson or any other diagnostics, one teacher answered, “No, I don’t. I know the specialists do the Woodcock-Johnson at times. I don’t ever see that data.” This teacher taught both the core and interventions to his homeroom students.

Recommendations

Below we offer recommendations that are based on findings from each of the sections of this report, as well as some recommendations that have grown out of our site visits and conversations with educators working to implement NMRF that may not fit into any of these sections. These recommendations are directed to the PED, but are relevant information for all educators concerned with supporting the goals of the NMRF program.

Addressing the dip in numbers of first grade students at Benchmark.

During the three years of NMRF we have documented a gradually closing, but persistent, gap between the numbers of first grade students at Benchmark in September, and the much smaller number that remain at Benchmark in January. We have speculated that this gap represents the fragile Benchmark skills that many Kindergarteners develop over the course of their first school year. Because so many Kindergarten students arrive in September at New Mexico schools with below Benchmark-level skills, and so many leave at in May Benchmark, these students obtain what might be referred to as “fragile” Benchmark skills, because the skills they have are not yet solidified and practiced enough to support these students through the transition from discrete skill assessments to fluency assessment. For many of these students, the transition to reading (Oral Reading Fluency) is too challenging, and their status changes from Benchmark to Intensive or Strategic. In order to offset this shift we recommend that reading coaches identify those “fragile skill” students who began their Kindergarten year below Benchmark, and made great gains over the course of the year to attain Benchmark status September of first grade. These students should be provided with additional support and instruction to help them solidify their new reading skills and to insure that they are able to advance to oral reading with fluency and competence.

We suggest that schools either:

1.  Offer additional instructional support to these students during the first half of first grade (adding an additional 30  minutes of instruction for all “fragile skill” first graders),  or

2.  Offer year-long instructional support to all Kindergarten students who enter Kindergarten as either Intensive or Strategic, and continue to provide this intervention even if students attain a Benchmark support recommendation.  

We propose to examine schools that select one of these options and will attempt to develop a recommendation indicating which approach best supports first grade students in maintaining Benchmark status.

Addressing the Challenge of Dual Language Instruction within NMRF

While there are many challenges and obstacles to implementing a dual language program, and these are amplified within the context of a program such as NMRF, we suggest that the struggles faced by teachers in these settings could be relieved somewhat if they were given a chance to connect with each other and to share resources and planning strategies that they have developed to cope with these occasionally competing programs. In this way teachers would feel increased support from peers, and this would also indicate to the community of educators supporting dual language programs that the PED is aware of the challenges and obstacles faced by these teachers. While it may not be financially viable to provide targeted training to such a small segment of the NMRF teaching audience, it is essential to support these teachers in the work they are doing if the PED wishes to continue support for dual language programs in general. Data indicate that these programs are not harming students, and may be helping them to become literate in two languages – an accomplishment that is rare in this country. Providing an indication of support through organized collaboration and discussion would likely be very welcome from this community.

1) Targeting schools that continue to struggle with raising student DIBELS support recommendations

As evaluators we remind ourselves regularly that no teacher wishes to see his or her students fail, and no school strives to be identified as failing. With this in mind we offer the following recommendations for working with schools where students have not made gains that match those of their more effective peers.

These schools appear to require much more direct, and directive “instruction” that addresses how to implement NMRF. In addition, insuring that all levels of decision-makers at a school are engaged in the same conversation about instruction is very important. Below we list several suggestions for schools where students are not making progress. We suggest that these recommendations be presented in-person by an educator (such as a regional expert) who can model implementation and encourage discussion about issues such as staffing, scheduling and the securing of appropriate resources and materials.

Identifying and eliminating reading block interruptions

We recommend that schools that continue to interrupt students’ core reading block be presented with examples of interruptions (intercom, phone call, bathroom break, recess, student announcement from another class, pencil sharpening, teacher conversation, etc.) and that a discussion about student attention and engagement take place. For example, some teachers are eager to learn more about the fact that those students with the least ability to attend during a lesson are the most likely to loose concentration when interrupted, and will take the longest to regain concentration after an interruption. These students may loose out on an entire instructional period if interruptions take place. This sets students back and they are unprepared to participate in a subsequent lesson because they have missed important information from the previous day. They are now doubly at risk for loosing focus on the lesson: they are easily districted, and they are not adequately knowledgeable about the lesson content because they missed most of it the day before.  Students who cannot follow and understand lesson content are less engaged. The cycle continues. For many teachers this is a new way of looking at their role as an instructor. Providing teachers with direct instruction in how to detect student engagement and moderate instruction to support that will be valuable for many teachers, and for teachers in these schools in particular.

Identifying classroom environments that support student reading

It was noted during site visits that many struggling schools include classrooms and hallways where text is absent. Making clear recommendations to teachers and administrators about the importance of providing a print-rich environment for students will help to promote the understanding that word walls, alphabet strips, maps, calendars and charts are not simply decoration, but are opportunities to expose students to print and to introduce them to a range of new vocabulary.

Address issues of classroom management within the context of student engagement and differentiated instruction

During professional development opportunities continue to offer information about engaging students, and about classroom management techniques that support the differentiation of instruction for students with different needs. Teachers overwhelmingly appreciated the professional development workshops targeting engagement last year; perhaps additional professional development opportunities can address issue this from a classroom management perspective.

Address “effective instruction” for reading

Several observations noted teachers presenting phonics drills that were unclear to students, were not tied to relevant tasks, or were presented so quickly that students did not appear to grasp their content. While all teachers indicate that they understand the essential role of phonics instruction for reading, helping teachers to understand how phonics fits with the range of other skills that come together to enable a student to read is a bit more elusive. Continued focus on supporting teachers in providing good, responsive and integrated phonics instruction will address these issues. In addition, providing teachers with a rationale for why and how phonics fits into reading may assist them in providing a better bridge between phonics skills and the task of reading fluently. This includes generating multiple strategies for targeting unknown words, self-questioning to insure comprehension, and knowing when and how to ask for assistance from a teacher.

Using assessment data

Making use of data is something that all teachers and administrators understand to be an important component of NMRF. However, many of the schools that are struggling the most are not aware of how to do this effectively. In some cases, teachers did not see their students’ assessment data. In others, they had access to it but had little guidance in how to use it. In these schools it is clear that making use of data needs to begin at the administrative level. We recommend that regional experts meet with principals and reading coaches and model an analysis of DIBELS data. This modeling can then help with the development of a plan to support teachers’ analysis of their class data. Previous site visits indicate that schools that are showing strong gains on the DIBELS rely on their data to guide their instruction, and that all levels within a school building are involved in the analysis of assessment data. If teachers are to make use of their students’ assessment data, they must have regular access to it, and they must have support and guidance in how to make use of it.

Supporting new schools in NMRF implementation

The large influx of new schools into NMRF will place new demands on the PED and support staff providing assistance to this program.  We suggest that a quick analysis be conducted based on September data to identify those schools most at risk of failure: schools with high numbers of students entering school needing Intensive support; schools that, prior to NMRF, had no history of using student assessment data; schools that have high staff turnover; schools that have a new principal or reading coach. 

Each of these situations places a school at risk for poor implementation of NMRF.  Providing these schools with direct support early on can insure that school leadership has an understanding of the intent and goals of NMRF, and can insure that school staff have contact with a knowledgeable individual to assist them as they begin this challenging program. We suggest that the Regional Experts are well positioned to take on this task, though we recognize that it can be very demanding. Based on our findings, principals in particular value the in-person contact they have with these experts, and they appear to respond more quickly to information provided in-person. We suggest that the Regional Experts target the potential “at risk” schools early on for site visits to insure that all NMRF implementers are in agreement with the program goals and instructional approaches.

Evaluation plans for the spring of 2007

The evaluation team will continue to conduct site visits throughout the winter and spring of the 2007 school year.  During this time, however, our focus will shift slightly.  Rather than focus on those schools that are already showing evidence of poor performance on the DIBELS, we will try to try to target schools that we anticipate may encounter trouble raising student DIBELS outcomes and will make an effort to support those schools through providing information, resources gathered from other site visits, and through sharing information with PED and others who can offer guidance in the implementation of NMRF to the educators working in these schools.  We also will work with PED staff to support the overall development of the NMRF program, and will attempt to provide timely analysis of assessment data from all participating schools.
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