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The Effects of a Comprehensive Literacy Model in a High Poverty School: A Five Year 

Study of School Reform  

“Public education . . . is not only moribund and failing, but literally falling apart 

. . . the schools mirror the disintegration of the American family, the crumbling of U.S. 

social values . . . and a nation ripped apart between the haves and have nots” (Barr & 

Parrett, 1995, p. 163). There is no greater view of the haves and have nots than in public 

school education. High-poverty schools seem to have the least amount of money, while 

schools with a more affluent population seem to have the most. But money is not the 

answer; the problems within the system need to be addressed. 

“Quick fix,” single element approaches usually cannot produce a major effect of 

school success. A comprehensive approach focusing on a student over a period of time is 

necessary (Lyons & Pinnell, 2001). Foorman and Torgesen (2001) found no single 

method worked for all teachers or all children, but rather a mixture of factors makes the 

difference in raising school achievement (Murphy, 2004; Williams, Scharer, & Pinnell, 

2000). 

Simmons et al. (2000) stated, “Changing learning trajectories for all students 

requires sustained, ongoing and focused efforts beyond what was traditionally available 

in most schools” (p. 94). As a schoolwide intervention, The No Child Left Behind of 

2001 (NCLB) legislation initiated educational reforms “designed to improve student 



achievement and change the culture of the school” (United States Department of 

Education, 2001).  

Previously, the elementary school to be studied was an underperforming urban 

school with a long record of academic failure. With a poverty level of 98% and a 

majority of African-American students, an achievement gap within the school was not 

evident. However, there was a dramatic gap between students at the school as compared 

to the state and national averages.  

A school reform initiative was set into place to help combat the low achievement 

level of students. The Arkansas Comprehensive Literacy Model (ACLM) began its pilot 

year at the school during the 1999-2000 academic year. Since then, the school has been 

recognized for its marked achievement (Simon, 2002). While dismal at first, the high 

poverty and mobility of the school has documented that schools have the ability to create 

and sustain comprehensive school reform. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of the study is to examine the effectiveness of the Arkansas 

Comprehensive Literacy Model (ACLM) on the literacy achievement of students in a 

high poverty school. The study will also determine if teachers’ perceptions and 

instructional practices have been influenced by the ACLM. 

Research Questions 

1. How has the Arkansas Comprehensive Literacy Model influenced the 

achievement level of students in a high poverty school? 

2. How has the Arkansas Comprehensive Literacy Model influenced the perceptions 

of classroom teachers? 

3. How has the Arkansas Comprehensive Literacy Model influenced the 

instructional practices of classroom teachers? 

Review of Literature 

School Reform 

Lyons and Pinnell (2001) discussed the concept of schools developing a 

“community of learners.” The most disadvantaged schools can achieve high results if 

each member in the school community assumes the responsibility for the literacy 

achievement of all students. A collaborative and problem-solving atmosphere can create 

cohesiveness within the school. 



“Educators in schools where learning for all is the norm tend to look inward to the 

school, rather than outward to society and the family when seeking explanations for 

students’ problems in mastering literacy skills” (Murphy, 2004, p. 60). Teaching 

techniques are learned inside a school culture where adults are always seeking to learn 

more about their students and their craft (Lieberman & Miller, 2001). 

Teacher attitudes and beliefs may be as important in how one teaches as other 

considerations such as resources or methods (Barr, 1984). Changing the school culture 

also involves changing teachers’ perceptions and shifting their belief system. “True 

change is an internal process that reflects a mental reorganization of our perceptions and 

knowledge” (Dorn & Soffos, 2001, p. 88). Once the instruction becomes part of a 

teachers’ belief system, the belief influences the instruction (Pinnell, 1994). 

A school reform model embodies many features of interrelated components with 

no one feature existing in isolation (Murphy, 2004). The source or cause of failure in 

learning to read is viewed not so much in terms of pupil background as in terms of 

shortcomings in the school program, and by reference to the instructional strategies 

utilized to help students learn to read (Fisher & Adler, 1999). 

Students At-Risk 

A mismatch exists between groups of students throughout the United States 

(Allington, 2001; Barr & Parrett, 1995; Foorman & Torgeson, 2001; United States 

Department of Education, 2001). Research indicates that currently, African-American 

students from lower incomes are out-performed by Caucasian students with upper class 

backgrounds (D’Agostino, 2000). Low socioeconomic status is a primary indicator of 



academic achievement regardless of race (Allington, 2001; Barr & Parrett, 1995; 

Foorman & Torgeson, 2001). 

Students are “at-risk” when there is an inequality between their circumstances and 

needs. It is up to the schools to accept, accommodate, and respond to them in a way that 

supports and enables their greatest intellectual, social, and emotional growth and 

development (Sink, Barnett, & Hixon, 1991). What can we do for such “at-risk” 

students? Payne (2001) insisted, “. . . as educators, we must teach them and provide 

support, insistence, and expectations” (p. 11). Such students need strong, early 

interventions alongside quality classroom instruction that allow students to catch up and 

maintain achievements alongside their average performing peers (O’Connor, Notari-

Syverson, & Vadasy, 1996). The educational vision for students who live in poverty 

depends on the structure of the school. If these schools are performing poorly, the internal 

structure needs to be altered.  

Arkansas Comprehensive Literacy Model 

The Arkansas Comprehensive Literacy Model (ACLM) was developed out of the 

need to increase student achievement in under performing schools and at the same time 

reshape the trajectory of the school’s success. The results of this school intervention have 

yielded dramatic results in the area of literacy learning throughout the grades (Simon, 

2002). Straightforward professional development within the school helps teachers make 

thoughtful decisions about teaching. Classroom coaching helps teachers think more about 

classroom management, pacing of instruction, and how to group students according to 

their needs. This kind of professional development is the kind of assistance teachers need 



if all students are to become successful in literacy achievement (Foorman & Torgesen, 

2001). 

Model classrooms were developed in the schools which served as literacy 

learning labs for teachers to observe based on the principles of the ACLM (Dorn & 

Soffos, 2001). The ACLM links theory to practice at the classroom level with a school-

based literacy coach working daily in classrooms in order to embrace the learning climate 

of the school. Cunningham and Allington (1999) described this as a “self-winding” 

school. Lead teachers are trained to go into classrooms and observe teachers, then meet to 

discuss the lesson. This kind of professional conversation around instructional practice 

helps teachers create an action plan based on the observation of student behaviors. 

Teachers become more responsive to students based on theoretical concepts.  

Dorn and Soffos (2001) discussed ten features of a well-designed school model 

holding to the belief that true change occurs at the school level. The ten features are a 

curriculum for literacy, coaching and mentoring, model classrooms, high standards, 

accountability, early intervention, professional development, a well-designed literacy 

plan, technology, and spotlighting. It is believed with these ten features in place, systemic 

change can occur, even in high-poverty schools with a largely mobile and transient 

population.  

Definitions 

At-Risk—students who have a higher probability of failing than they do succeeding in 

school, often defined by socioeconomic status. 

Collaborative—an environment where teachers are working together to problem-solve 

around learning issues. 



Fourth Grade Benchmark Exam—Arkansas Comprehensive Testing, Assessment, and 

Accountability Program (ACTAAP) uses this criterion-referenced examination to assess 

literacy achievement of fourth grade students. 

Instructional Practices—instructional practices which are defined by the reform model. 

Literacy Coach—a highly trained, school-based teacher who provides ongoing, daily 

support to coach and mentor other teachers. The coach helps create model classrooms 

that serve as literacy learning labs, facilitates literacy team meetings, provides 

demonstration lessons and observations of literacy components, and monitors the 

schools’ literacy program. 

Stanford 9 Achievement Test (Sat-9)—a group administered, norm-referenced instrument 

used to measure reading comprehension, word study skills and vocabulary. 

Teacher Perceptions—the beliefs that teachers hold in educational philosophies, how 

children learn, how the teacher learns, and how they view the school. 

Methodology 

 

The research questions will be answered using a “mixed methods” longitudinal 

study. The design will be used to study the progress of students and the process of school 

reform over a period of five years in a high poverty comprehensive model school.  

The research questions will be answered using both quantitative and qualitative 

data. Quantitative data will be used to assess literacy achievement using the reading and 

writing scores from the Arkansas Benchmark Examination taken in the spring. The 

Stanford 9 Literacy Achievement Test (Sat-9) scores will also be used to assess literacy 

achievement in first, second, and third grade students. The quantitative data will be 



analyzed statistically using analysis of variance, t-tests, and effect size measures. Surveys 

and rubrics will be used to measure teacher attitudes and perceptions as well as classroom 

teaching practices.  

Qualitative questions will be answered using established qualitative procedures 

(Bogden & Biklen, 1992). Qualitative data will emerge from observed instances during 

interactions with teachers and by using questionnaires, recorded interviews, observational 

notes, and dialogue journals. Written questionnaires about the change that has occurred at 

the school and recorded interviews about teaching practices will be utilized by asking a 

number of open-ended questions that allow for variations (Hoeplf, 1997). Observational 

notes taken from classroom interactions and dialogue journals between the literacy coach 

and classroom teachers which problem-solve around learning issues will be collected. 

Selected excerpts will be transcribed to study patterns that may surface. The data sources 

have been documented since the implementation year to the present.  

Setting and Participants 

  The study will take place in an urban school in central Arkansas. The school district 

includes thirteen elementary schools ranging from kindergarten through fifth grades. The 

study will be in a high poverty school, with ninety-eight percent of the students on the 

free/reduced lunch program. The total school population is four hundred thirty-two 

students, with four hundred and five African-American students, seventeen Caucasian, 

and ten Hispanic.  

  The participants in the study will be first through fourth grade students, teachers 

currently and previously employed in kindergarten through fifth grade classrooms, 

Reading Recovery teachers, the school principal, and the assistant principal.  



Data Analysis Plan 

 

Research Questions Data Sources Time Line Analysis Plan 

1. How has the 

Arkansas 

Comprehensive 

Literacy Model 

influenced the 

achievement level 

of students in a high 

poverty school?  

Sat-9 scores from 

first, second, and 

third grade 

classrooms. Fourth 

Grade Benchmark 

Examination scores 

in the area of 

literacy. 

May 2005 Quantitative data will be 

analyzed statically using 

analysis of variance, t-

tests, and effect size 

measures. 

2. How has the 

Arkansas 

Comprehensive 

Literacy Model 

influenced the 

perceptions of  

classroom teachers? 

 

Teacher surveys, 

questionnaires, 

dialogue journals, 

observational notes, 

rubrics. 

May 2005 Using grounded theory 

research to answer 

questions, a series of 

open-ended discussion 

techniques will be used to 

identify teacher 

perceptions. The data will 

allow for variations. After 

data collection and note 

taking, the data will be 

coded, memoed, sorted, 

and written as relevant to 



the study (Charmaz, 

1983). 

3. How has the 

Arkansas 

Comprehensive 

Literacy Model 

influenced the 

instructional 

practices of 

classroom teachers? 

 

Teacher surveys, 

questionnaires, 

dialogue journals, 

observational notes, 

rubrics. 

May 2005 Constant comparison 

interviews will be used to 

determine categories, code 

data and determine 

relevance (Charmaz, 

1983). Dialogue journals 

and observational notes 

will be collected from the 

implementation year to 

present. Excerpts will be 

transcribed, categorized 

and coded to determine 

importance. Surveys and 

rubrics will be analyzed 

statistically using t-tests, 

analysis of variance, and 

effect size measures.  

 

Assumptions 

The following assumptions will be made in relation to this study.  

1. All standardized measures were administered correctly. 



2. All teachers will respond honestly. 

Limitations 

The findings of the study will be limited because of the decrease in the original 

number of teachers and students due to the transient, mobile population. Student 

sample size will also be decreased and may affect the outcome as the students advance 

to the next grade level due to the high mobility of the students.  

 

 

Delimitations 

The delimitations of this study will be only teachers in kindergarten through 

fourth grade will take part in this study.   

Implications 

The findings of this study may have implications for other schools who trying to make 

decisions regarding a school reform model. The findings may also help assess the 

effectiveness of the ACLM in the studied school for program evaluation.  
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Appendix A 

Teacher Survey 

Arkansas Comprehensive Model for School Reform 

 

All information will be kept confidential. 

 

Please rate yourself on the following: 

 

1. I am confident in teaching the components of the Arkansas Comprehensive 

Literacy model. 

o Strongly Agree 

o Agree 

o Neutral 

o Disagree 

o Strongly Disagree 

 

2. I am confident I am able to work with children at different learning levels in the 

area of literacy. 

o Strongly Agree 

o Agree 

o Neutral 

o Disagree 



o Strongly Disagree 

 

3. I feel I have been supported in implementing the Arkansas Literacy Model. 

o Strongly Agree 

o Agree 

o Neutral 

o Disagree 

o Strongly Disagree 

 

4. I believe our school has established a “community of learners” by collaborating 

and participating in literacy team meetings. 

o Strongly Agree 

o Agree 

o Neutral 

o Disagree 

o Strongly Disagree 

   

5. I believe I am a part of an overall cohesive environment which supports the  

  best practice for teaching children. 

o Strongly Agree 

o Agree 

o Neutral 

o Disagree 



o Strongly Disagree 



 

Appendix B 

Teacher Questionnaire  

Arkansas Comprehensive Literacy Model for School Reform 

 

All information will be kept confidential. 

 

1. Please explain in detail how the Arkansas Comprehensive Literacy Model has or 

has not changed your teaching practices. 

 

 

 

2. Please explain in detail how the Arkansas Comprehensive Literacy Model has or 

has not changed your perceptions of teaching. 

 

 

 

3. Please explain in detail how you feel the Arkansas Literacy Model has affected or 

has not affected student achievement. 

 

 

 

 



4. What are some specific examples (if any) of how students have benefited from the 

Arkansas Literacy Model? 

 

 

 

 

5. What are some specific examples (if any) of how teachers have benefited from the 

Arkansas Comprehensive Literacy Model? 

 

 

 

 

6. Please explain in detail how you feel the Arkansas Literacy Model has helped or 

has not helped you grow professionally. 

 

 

 

 

7. Please explain in detail how you believe or do not believe the Arkansas Literacy 

Model has helped you become a more reflective learner. 

 

 

8. How long have you been a teacher at this school?____ 



9. How long have you been a part of the Arkansas Comprehensive Literacy 

Model?___ 

10. Has a literacy coach worked in your classroom? Yes No 

Additional Comments: 

 

 

 



 

Appendix C 

Sample Interview Questions  

Arkansas Comprehensive Literacy Model for School Reform 

 

1. How long have you been a teacher in this school? 

2. What grade do you teach? 

3. Have you ever had a literacy coach work in your classroom? 

4. How has the Arkansas Comprehensive Literacy Model (ACLM) influenced your 

instruction? 

5. What kinds of changes have you seen in your students’ literacy achievement since 

the implementation of the ACLM? 

6. How do you feel you have been supported in the components of the ACLM? 

7. How have team meetings influenced your teaching? 

8. How has collaboration influenced your teaching? 

9. How has the ACLM influenced your beliefs of how children learn? 

10. How has the ACLM influenced your beliefs of how teachers learn? 

11. Discuss how you feel about your teaching ability? 

12. Explain what kind of impact the ACLM has made on high poverty students. 

13. Explain how you believe the ACLM has influenced a highly transient and mobile 

population. 

14. Would you teach differently from the ACLM if given a choice? 

15. Discuss how you feel the ACLM has made an impact on this school. 


