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BUILDING A COMPREHENSIVE READING PROGRAM

GLENDA LO¥TON
Louistans State Depariment of Education

Louisiana’s Special Plan to Upgrade Reading, SPUR, is an
ambitious statewide effort to build quality reading programs
in the 64 participating school systems. Based on research fin-
dings from the comprehensive Rend Study, SPUR is not a pro-
gram, but a proven process for educational change. Local school
systems are assisted in implementation of the process by eight
regional teams who provide leadership training and technical
assistance.

Research Base for SPUR

The Rand Study (McLaughlin and Marsh, 1978), completed
under the sponsorship of the United States Office of Educa-
tion, was a four year study of federally funded programs design-
ed to introduce and spread innovative practices in public schools.
The study looked closely at the Jocal process of change and iden-
tified factors that caused not only desired change in teacher prac-
tices but also pupil growth and the maintenance of desired
changes after federal funding was terminated, _

Key to the conceptualization of SPUR was the finding that
successful projects were not projects at all but part of an on-
going problem-solving and program improvement process.

Staff development was found to be part of this ongoing pro-
gram improvement process. Effective staff development occur-
red in an organizational context where many role groups, not -
just teachers, were viewed as needing new skills, Particularly
important were the staff development needs of district ad-
ministrators and principals; administrators must be prepared
to (1) provide a supportive organizational environment and (2)
carry out the program - building process, involving teachers and
related staff in collaborative planning and problem-solving.

Another critical finding in regard to staff development was
the finding that staff training activities must be accompanied
by training suppori activities if permanent change is to occur.
Staff-support activities, such as (1) classroom assistance, (2) out-
side consultants, and (3) frequent meetings to discuss problems
and progress, were critical in helping staff members understand
and apply new skills,

In the total program improvement process, staff development
was accompanied by other aspects of change, such as curriculum
development, improved organizational frameworks, and ad-
ministrative reform. District and school site organizational fac-
tors, as well as the active involvement of both the principal and
the school district leadership, were critical to the continuation
of the desired changes. Reform or change then was “‘more a
function of people and organizations than of technology” or
finance,

The SPUR Process

Given these findings, SPUR represents both a process and
a framework or structure to facilitate the building of comprehen-
sive reading programs. It is a planning process, a sharing pro-
cess, & decision-making process, a process that is on-going, open
to new evidence and the exploration of new and better ways
to meet changing needs. The process is cyclical and involves:
(1) determining needs, {2) establishing goals, (3) specifying ob-
jectives, (4) setting priorities, (5) selecting activities, (6)
establishing timelines, (7} implementing, evaluating, adjusting
and maintaining the plan,

Ideally the process operates at four levels (see Figure 1): the
system level, the school level, the teacher level, and the student
level, Based on recent research in the impact of parental and
community involvement on student achievement (Colleta, 1977;
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Figure No. 1
The SPUR process addresses instructional program analysis and improve-
ment ai four levels; sysiem, school, teacher, and students.
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Rich and Jones, 1977, Berger, 1981), the process is supported
by parent and community support groups as well as college and
university personnel,

Local school systems are assisted in implementation of the
process by cight regional teams who provide leadership training
at the regional and system levels and provide technical assistance
at the system and school levels, It is this linkage from the State
Department of Education through regional technical assistance
teams to the individual systems and schools that provides the
structure for the SPUR process.

The role of the technical assistance teams, both collectively
and individually, is to (1) provide the staff support indicated
by the Rand Study as critical to change, and aiso to (2) func-
tion as external agents for change in a manner very much like
the Department of Agriculture's extension agents who had a
national impact on farming as a result of the Smith-Lever Act
of 1914,

*‘In order to create change that is effective, lasting, and that
lives when SPUR leaves, it is essential for technical assistants
to aid in developing a feeling of ownership among leaders at
the system and school levels. The role then is truly one of
technical assistance through facilitating, coordinating, suppor-
ting, assessing, providing guidance in identifying stengths, needs,
alternatives, potential problems/solutions and in general help-
ing to create an atmosphere in which there can be long-range
planning to develop, implement and maintain a comprehensive
reading program (SPUR Handbook, 1982-83).”

The tenure of the state SPUR team is by its very definition
and intent to be of limited duration. In order to make lasting
changes in the systems and schools, SPUR must provide for
the continuity of positive change through the local school
system’s persennel by developing or increasing their skills as
change agents, Thisis accomplished through staff development
for leaders in participating school systems utilizing a ‘“trainer
of trainers'’ model.

This ““trainer of trainers’’ concept for SPUR is based on the
idea that the SPUR teams® efforts to facilitate change in a system
or a school’s reading program will be more effective if efforts
are concentrated on selected target groups (central office leader-
ship personnel and principals). The technical assistance team
and individual technical assistants provide support and guidance
as the leadership personnel and principals prepare to train
classroom teachers and other support staff. As members of these
target groups gain expertise, they gradually assume larger and
larger roles in staff development and in identifying and train-
ing other personne! within that system to assume leadership in
the process for program improvement,

To participate in SPUR, systems agree to appoint a system
jevel Task Force composed of central office personne! respon-
sible for the reading program as well as representative principals,
Using the described SPUR process, the Task Force assesses
needs and develops a comprehensive plan for program improve-
ment as weil as a yearly action plan. School systems are en-
couraged to include in their plan a time line for extending the
process to the school level, Schools are likewise encouraged to
establish a school level Task Force and develop a school plan
for program improvement that complements the district’s plan.

In assessing reading programs at the school level, schools are
atded by the Criteria of Excellence, a set of standards developed
under the Right to Read program as representative of quality
reading programs, Also available for teacher self-assessment
are the Critical elements of Teaching identified by Hunter (1581)
in a study of teachers whose students consistently averaged a
year’s gain in achievement, Hunter identified the effective
teacher as one who teaches to an objective at the correct level
of difficulty, monitors and adjusts instruction based on response
from the students, and uses, not abuses, the principles of
learning. .

Student assessment is aided by the use of state assessment
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tests and other measures used by the local educational agen-
cies. Students are likewise encouraged to assess their own needs
as they assume responsibility for their own learning.

It was in the assessment of needs and the development of plans
at the system level that some additional issues were raised, Task
Forces, charged with the responsibility of developing plans
resulting in a comprehensive reading program at the system
level, asked: What is a comprehensive reading program? By
what standards can we assess our needs at the system level?

In raising these issues, local educators were addressing a pro-
blem inherent in needs assessments. Although it sounds °
somewhat paradoxical, sometimes people do not know what
they don't know,

The state SPUR project officers, responsible for the provi-
sion of training and resources, were charged with the task of
defining a comprehensive reading program at the system level,

The Comprehensive Reading Program

In order to define a comprehensive reading program, the
SPUR staff turned to research, While the Criteria of Excellence
document used for program improvement at the school level
jmplied components needed at the system level, it was based
on the views of state leaders in the field of reading rather than
research.

A survey of the literature revealed, as Hodgkinson points out
in the December 1982 issue of the Kappan. ““Today, researchers
are working to discover the fraits of good schools and then try-
ing to duplicate those iraits elsewhere.”” He briefly summariz-
ed the results of such studies by stating that the difference bet-
ween successful and unsuccessful reading programs is related
to environmental factors such as:

(1) local school involvement in the decision-making process;

(2) the principal’s leadership and support from community
and superiors;

(3) a ““critical mass” of teachers who share attitudes and values;
and

{4) the use of local ideas originated in each individual school.

Samuels (1981) recently reviewed four research reports deal-
ing with characteristics of exemplary programs (Weber, 1971;
Hawkridge, Tallmadge, and Larsen, 1968; Wargo, Talimadge,
Michaels, Lipe, and Morris, 1972; New York State Office of
Education, 1974 and identified common charactetistics of suc-
cessful and unsuccessful programs. Successful programs were
characterized by:

(1) Assumptions that—
+ schools are responsible for student achievement, and
+ most students can master basic skilis.
(2) Personnei comprised of—
e strong administrative leaders who provide the organiz-
tional climate needed to meet goals
» reading specialists who work with teachers/aides
¢ use of aides to reduce pupil-teacher ratio
(3) Teacher training and supervision that is-—
» concrete, teacher specific, and provides for
s regular meetings focusing on practical problems
e teacher participation in decisions
» teacher observation of similar projects and model lessons
{4) Curriculum that has—
» clear, specific objectives (task, peopie-oriented)
* skills centered curriculum with ample time for reading
meaningful and interesting material
e instruction, materials relevant to objectives
(5) Time organized to provide—
¢ efficient use of time
¢ extra time allotted when needed
(6) Structure (skilled classroom managers)
(7) Evaluation (frequent formative testing)

In contrast, unsuccessful programs had the following

characteristics:
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{1) Improper program initiation and implementation (oppor-
tunism, top-down or bottom-up motivation)

(2) Inadequate incubation and development time (need 2 years
for planning, 2 years for implementation, 2 years to pro-
duce a stable effect on student achievement)

€3) Narrow piecemeal approaches (no quick fixes; need a com-
prehensive approach over a long period of time)

(4) Lack of commitment, feeling of inadequacy

{5) Unsupportive principal (failed to create necessary norms
and climate}

(6) Inefficient use of time (classroom time wasted, discipline
problems)

More recently, a comprehensive study of effective programs
was conducted by John Westbrook (September 1982) as part
of the Southwest Educational Development Laboratory
Regional Exchange Project. He identified 11 characteristics of
programs that have been effective in improving student
achievement:

(1) Ttme On Task—Students are engaged in high levels of task-
oriented “*academic’’ behaviors.

(2) Expectations—Teachers have high levels of expectations

. for student achievement.

(3) Success Rare—The higher the success rate of students the
greater the correlation with achievement.

(4) Curricuium Alignmeni—There is a “‘match’’ or alignment
of instructional activity and evaluation,

(5) Staff Task Orientation—-Staff members appear to be highly
task-oriented,

(6) Behavior Management—Less time is spent on behavior
management. The approach to behavior management is the
result of school or district plans rather than individual
plans.

(7) School Environmeni—The school environment is pleasant,
orderly, quiet, safe, and conducive to learning. Physical
conditions are good.

(8) Cooperation—Teachers cooperate with other teachers as
well as instructional leaders. Staff members participate in
planning and decision-making, but efforts are extremely
well-coordinated and supported by school leaders.

(9) Instructional Leadership—Principals, supervisors, and/or
lead teachers are active in the observation and coordina-
tion of academic work within the school, demonstrating
strong managerial and instructional skills,

{10) Parent Participation—The involvement of parents appears
to be closely related to achievement,

(11) Instructional Practice—Instructional practice inciudes more
teacher interaction with the class as a whole, monitoring
of student performance, frequent and quality feedback,

~and direct instruction methods,

In addition to identifying characteristics of effective pro-
grams, Westbrook points out some things to consider in look-
ing at this research:

(1) Programs were judged effective on the basis of student
achievement which may not be all one would want to con-
sider in defining an *‘effective’® program.

(2) There is little data relating how an ineffective program can
be transformed into an effective program,

(3) Few studies provide data concerning the magnitude of
achievement variations between effective and ineffective
schools, _

{4) Longitudinal studies are rare; the results of these *‘effec-
tive’* programs over time needs to be studied in terms of
drop out rate and other factors.

(5) Factors associated with the maintenance of an effective pro-
gram have not been studied in depth, _

(6) Last but not least, it is important to bear in mind that these
characteristics describe rather than caguse the effective
school, The way that these factors are interrelated and the
propartion of each needed to produce an effective program
have not been researched.
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The concerns raised by Westbrook were shared by the SPUR
staff in attempting to define and ultimately build comprehen-
sive reading programs. Given the paucity of research in these
two areas, we turned to the writings of noted people in the field
of reading.

Smith, Otto, and Hansen (1978) helped in providing the ra-
tionale for building a comprehensive reading program. In their
book, The School Reading Program, they state that “‘the
ultimate goal of the reading program is reading achievement
that approaches the limits of each person’s capacity,”’ a pro-
gram based on meeting individual needs. In order for this to
oceur, the *“*overall program must provide a master plan that
includes the articulation of objectives and a coordination of in-
structional efforts,’* Although teachers play a critical role in
teaching students to read, “teachers do not work alone, To do
their jobs well they need training, instructional materials, super-
vision and all the other ingredients’’ that make up a comprehen-
sive reading program.

Because of the uniqueness of school district settings within
which reading programs function, there is no one blueprint for
a comprehensive reading program. The important thing is that
the components in each system’s specific program be clearly
defined and communicated to all persons responsible for the
program's implementation. Without this common knowledge
base, Smith, Otto, and Hansen (1978) paint out, instructional
programs are likely to be fragmented and disorganized.

Remedial teaching, for example, is isolated drill unless
it is coordinated with the learner's experiences in the
classroom, Similarly, second grade reading i$ only an ar-
bitrary collection of skills unless it is coordinated with
first-grade and third-grade reading. Reading supervisors
and administrators are likely to do little more than fight
fires unless there are some overall guidelines.

Through a clearly defined comprehensive reading program,
decisions can be made that are consistent with the program's
underlying philosophy. Coordination and continuity can be pro-
vided. The whole can become more than the sum of its parts,
and reading to one's potential can become a reality for each
student.

Schoephoerster (1981) assisted us in determining exactly what
those components were that needed to be defined, He states
that there are four components in a comprehensive reading
program:

(1) curriculum—ihe **what’’ of education, the facts, skills and
attitudes that a system wants its students to learn,

(2) methodology—the “how™ of education, the means by which
teaching is done to ensure learning,

(3) organization—the means for ordering the program into a
structured, functioning whole, and

(4) administration—educational management that allows those
responsible for the reading program to know that the cur-
riculum is being learned.

While curriculum and methodology can often be purchased
in a basal series, organization and administration of the reading
program must be locally developed and custom-tailored to meet
the needs of the school or school system.

Some support for the selection of these four components is
implied in the Rand study finding that staff development and
improvement in skills was ofien accompanied by curriculum
development, improved organizational frameworks, and ad-
ministrative reforms.

To assist school systems in defining their reading program,
the state staff has developed a series of training modules, Gei-
ting to Know Your Reading Program (1982), The series explores
issues relevant to curriculum, methodology, organization, and
administration and provides a process for making decisions in
each area,

The hypothesis, yet to be tested, is that by using the SPUR
process to define one’s program, and then communicating that
program to all those responsible for its implementation, systems
can encourage and support the program building-process at all
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levels—school, teacher, and student, The result will be a com-
prehensive reading program which meets student needs and
results in increased achievernent.

Evaluating the Program Building Process

The Rand study found that **‘complex and ambitious projects
were more likely to élicit the enthusiasm of teachers than were
routine and limited projects.” While such projects may elicit
enthusiasm, they pose many challenges to the evaluators.
Evaluation procedures must not only deal with a process that
functions at the system, school, teacher, and student levels, but
also must deal with the variation in objectives and activities
among the 64 participating school systems, Evaluation pro-
cedures and materials were needed which not only yielded credi-
ble information to the State Board of Elementary and Secon-
dary Education, but also vielded information that could be im-
mediately useful to the SPUR staff and local school systems.
It was also required that the design and conduct of the evalua-
tion conform to the Joint Commitiee’s Standards for Evalua-
tions of Educational Programs, Projects, and Materials (1981).

With the above considerations in mind, daring each fiscal
year, the Louisiana Department of Education’s Bureau of
Evaluation conducts a formal evaluation of SPUR that is
oriented toward both program process and outcomes.

The evaluation is concerned with documenting how SPUR
achieves its change agent philosophy and what SPUR achieves
in terms of its mission of upgrading student performance in
reading. In order to answer questions related to the process and
outcomes of SPUR, activities, such as the following are
conducted:

s administration of a reading achicvement test to students

in a sample of demonstration scheol classrooms.

+ classroom observations of time spent on reading ac-
tivities by students and on reading instruction by
teachers,
surveys of directors, principals, and teachers regarding
their attindes toward and use of SPUR,
documentation of precisely how SPUR operates
through a Technical Assistance Logging System of ac-
tivities, and
visitation to selected SPUR sites to collect information
about the program’s activities from central office staff,
principals, and teachers,

Although the evaluation specifically focuses on collecting and
analyzing data obtained through the activities listed above, other
activities may be used as deemed necessary to address unan-
ticipated evaluation guestions.

Complete results of SPUR’s third year evaluation are detail-
ed in a technical report available from the State Department
of Education,

Some validity of the effectiveness of the SPUR process is pro-
vided by the following findings:

(1) In contrast to Samuels’ findings that successful programs
usually require six years to produce a stable effect on stu-
dent achievement, SPUR showed growth in student achieve-
ment after the second and third years. On the single objec-
tive test measure common {o all public schools in Louisiana,
the Basic Skills Test, SPUR schools having met the Criteria
of Excellence for Schoolwide Reading Programs scored
significantly higher (94,61 Average Percent Correct) than
students in Non-Criteria of Excellence schools (92.91APC).
The small difference in achievement is encouraging in light
of the following: (1) the Basic Skills Test is a criterion-
referenced measure of state minimums and thus does not
allow for mich variation in test scores, and (2) the SPUR
schools reported lower levels of parents’ education, smaller
proportions’ of parents with professional occupations
(p .,05)and a higher percentage of minority students, con-
ditions usually associated with lower performance in basic
skills, The total percent of students failing the test averaged
7.8 for Non-Criteria of Excellence schools in comparison
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to 5,7 percent in Criteria of Excellence schools.

(2) On the Prescriptive Reading Invenfory administered to a
sample of students in grades 2-5 of SPUR demonstration
schools, students are performing above the national average
with the exception of grade 4. Reported in terms of normal
curve equivalents, scores were 56.9, 53.0, 41.8 and 53.6 for
grades 2-5 respectively, Grade 2 students tested in 1982 had
consistently higher average scores on the test than students
tested in grade 2 in 1981, a reading gain of 6.4 NCEs. Grade
4 students, however, showed a total reading loss of 6.1
NCEs. (Evaluators are attempting to explain fourth grade
performance which is out of keeping with results at other
grade levels.) Comparing the scores of students in grade 3
in 1982 with their performance as second graders in 1981,
studients gained 2.5 NCEs. Greater gains were shown among
students tested as fourth grade students in 1981 and fifth
grade students in 1982; their reading total performance im-
proved by 5.7 NCEs.

(3) Time on task observations in grades 2, 3, and § in the eight
demonstration systems revealed an engagement rate of 86%,
90%, and 89% respectively. Engagement rates were higher
than the average engagement rates found for a national sam-
ple of grade 2 (75%) and grade 5 (74%) in the Beginning
Teacher Bvaluation. An analysis of teachers' responses to
the SPUR Teacher Practices Inveniory, an instrument listing
75 teacher practices supported by SPUR, yielded the follow-
ing results:

s Three-fourths or more of the teachers reported that they
used 72 of the 75 practices almost always, most of the
time, or sometimes. For five of the nine category
results, teachers in Criteria of Excellence schools
reported more frequent use of the practices than
teachers in non-COE schools (p  <.05),

{4) Responding to a survey on SPUR’s impact on the system'’s
reading proram, 52% of the SPUR directors in the local
educational agencies felt that SPUR had made significant
improvements in the system’s program, and 46% felt that
some changes had occurred, or were about to occur as a
result of SPUR. In a similar survey, 42% of SPUR prin-
cipals felt that SPUR had made significant improvements
and 55% felt some changes had been made or were about
to occur. Only 2% in both samples felt that few or no
changes had occurred.

‘While SPUR seems to be making an impact on reading pro-
grams, many areas are still in need of study. The state SPUR
staff and the Bureau of Evaluation are currently exploring pro-
cedures for evaluating the following:

(1) The Comprehensive Reading Program.

Evidence needs to be obtained to confirm or reject the
hypothesis that the process of defining a system’s cur-
riculum, methodology, organization, and administration will
in fact result in increased student performance, Is this a
viable process for program improvement that can be im-
plemented in other states?

(2) The Four Levels of Change.

In regard to the four levels of change addressed by the SPUR
process (system, school, teacher, and student), is one level
more critical than the others in promoting student achieve-
ment? What is the role of each and how are they
interrelated?

(3) The Role of the Technical Assistant in Promoting Change.
In addition to an analysis of logs kept by technical assistants,
evaluators will conduct interviews during the 1982-83 school
vear to determine how effective technical assistants carry
out their roles and their impact at classroom, school, and
central office levels. As follow-up to our training emphasis
this year on change agentry, research is needed to see if these
skills can be transmitted to others.

(4) The Change Process,

Research on the change process conducted by the CBAM






