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ABSTRACT

READING WORKSHOP & FORMATIVE ASSESSMENT:
MAXIMIZING QUALITY READING INSTRUCTION

by
Katherine Lindner

The University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee, 2017
Under the Supervision of Professor Dr. Jennifer Mueller

The purpose of this study was to closely examine an elementary teacher’s classroom
practices in implementing reading workshop, to observe her assessment practices within
this model and to see if, when, and how her assessment practices support or enhance
constructivist practices within reading workshop. This qualitative case study was designed
to examine, in depth, the teaching practices of one teacher attempting to implement
constructivist teaching and learning practices in literacy instruction (reading in particular)
in her classroom. The findings revealed that teachers implementing reading, in
combination with formative assessment practices, can use those practices to enhance and
grow students’ reading development by using a variety of supports that build strong
reading practices. The data also highlighted reading workshop as a constructivist model:
where students were engaged in authentic literacy tasks that supported their reading
development, where there were continual constructivist assessment practices tied to the
learning students were doing, and where the teacher’s use of assessment practices was
critical to increasing student’s awareness of their learning, leading to their independence

and reading growth.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

In this paper I present a case study of the teaching practices of a second grade teacher
who is implementing a model of teaching reading in her classroom called reading workshop.
This instructional model is based in constructivism and represents an important move forward in
effective reading instruction. As a constructivist model, the children are engaged in authentic
tasks to support their development as readers. Within this model, as I will show, continual
assessment that is closely tied to the activities and learning of the children help to support its
constructivist nature.

Teaching young children to read and write is a very complex task with a long, varied, and
contested history in schools. Assessing children’s progress and their development in this process
has also had a storied history. The related literature tends to be heavier on practice-based theory,
and has included very little study of actual classroom practices. Here I argue that a close study of
a teacher implementing this model is valuable in highlighting the details and complexities of the
work. Further, since close assessment is a natural part of the work, examining the ways that this
teacher used assessment practices to support her students’ reading development helps us to
understand the variety of supports necessary to build strong readers, and to help teachers to
improve their instructional practices in the teaching of reading. Additionally, this close study also
helps us to understand the challenges that arise for teachers and students in using this complex
model, and the ways that the constructivist framework is appropriate in addressing those

challenges.



Situating the Study

The development of literacy skills is a universal goal in US schools and occupies a good
deal of instructional time and resources, especially in early grades (Allington, 2002; Duke &
Pearson, 2002; Taylor, Pearson, Clark, & Walpole, 2000). While this goal of a literate populace is
agreed upon, what is not always clear is the best way to support this learning. A variety of
instructional approaches have been identified for the teaching of reading, all using different
approaches to varying success. These approaches have ranged from very isolated skills-oriented,
prescriptive, and directed models (basal readers), to very naturalistic approaches (whole
language) with less focus on scaffolding and building in instructional supports. Modern
approaches have focused on what has been known as a “balanced approach” where teachers
integrate instruction with authentic reading and writing experiences so that students learn how to
use literacy strategies and skills and have opportunities to apply what they are learning. The
components of a “balanced literacy” approach include: read-aloud, shared reading, interactive
writing, shared writing, reading workshop, writing workshop, and word study. Reading
workshop is one part of a balanced approach and will be studied in depth in this study. The first
part of this chapter provides an argument for studying constructivist models of reading
instruction and offers a brief introduction to assessment as a part of literacy instruction.
Teaching and Learning in a Constructivist Framework

As I will discuss in more detail in a later chapter, I framed my approaches to this study,
and to teaching and learning in literacy, using constructivism as my foundation. This means that I
believe learning is socially constructed (Vygotsky, 1978), meaning learners are the meaning

makers; it involves teachers and students in authentic (Bruner, 1960), student-centered teaching



and learning that are grounded in real-life application (Dewey, 1938). Teaching through a
constructivist lens emphasizes the belief that students grow when they are actively, not passively,
involved in the context of their lives as learners. Teaching should involve presenting information
that invites problem solving (Piaget, 1952) and critical thinking, both of which lead to meaning
construction. Such learning comes from teaching that focuses on the learners’ efforts to make
sense of what they are learning. Constructivist teaching is also based on the premise that students
come to learning situations with some kind of background knowledge and make meaning during
learning situations by questioning, challenging, adding to, and/or adapting that knowledge.
Students make their own meaning based on what they know or think they know. Studying
constructivist teaching practices allows educators an opportunity to explore ways in which they
can better meet the needs of their students and provide opportunities for them to do this kind of
learning.

In teaching young children to read, readers develop in different ways, at different rates;
they come to reading experiences with differing background knowledge, and need different
amounts of support to develop each of the skills required to become a fluent reader. Because of
this, emergent readers need instruction that is personalized to their needs in order to ensure
growth, and a constructivist framework supports this individualized approach. In this framework,
reading development is rooted in authentic reading tasks that reflect real-life reading to
encourage transfer and application beyond classroom walls. Further, constructivist theory
purports that learning is social and collaborative, suggesting that children learning to read will

need opportunities to engage with peers and with more experienced others. This study will



demonstrate the constructivist tenets—and details—of a reading workshop classroom, specifying
the ways in which this approach is effective and supportive of student growth and learning.

As we shall see, assessment of learning is a complex task, and within reading and literacy
instruction this complexity certainly holds true. Given the social and individualized nature of
learning that I support, assessment is an important part of teaching and learning in a
constructivist framework (Wren, 2004). Constructivist teachers encourage students to assess
themselves and their learning constantly while also doing this themselves, and then work to teach
into what students need next in order to grow. Assessment and reflection help teachers and
students figure out what they know and where they are, and then instruction and learning can be
matched more exactly to what students need (Brooks & Brooks, 1999). One way to approach
studying assessment practices is through the lens of formative assessment. Important to mention
about research on formative assessment is that this approach is distinct from other approaches in
the following ways: (a) it is used by teachers and students; (b) it takes place during instruction;
(c) it provides assessment-based feedback to teachers and students; and (d) its function is to help
teachers and students make adjustments that will improve student achievement (Heritage, 2007;
Popham, 2008). For these reasons, formative assessment, and its structure, also embodies
constructivist teaching and learning practices and supports the theory that undergirds this
research study.

The rest of this chapter lays out how this study came to be. It takes teaching and learning
in a constructivist framework, and brings in a discussion about reading workshop and formative

assessment—two approaches that fit under the constructivist umbrella. Included is the problem



statement, the research questions that guided this study, and the organization of this particular
study.
Problem Statement

As I will argue, reading workshop and formative assessment share many of the same
constructivist tenets and make for an almost natural coupling. Both approaches share that
learning is an active process, learning can be scaffolded and tailored to meet students where they
are in learning a particular concept or skill, and learning is authentic in that teachers involve
students in the actual practices of a discipline or field of study. Scholars in the field have written
extensively to support reading workshop as an effective literacy framework (Atwell, 1998;
Calkins, 2010; Fountas & Pinnell, 2001; Routman, 2003; Serafini, 2001; Sibberson &
Szymusiak, 2008). However, what is lacking is empirical research on this instructional practice.
More specifically, missing in the research is more information and additional empirical studies
that specifically explore a closer understanding of the nuances, challenges, and benefits of the
actual classroom implementation of reading workshop as an instructional model—an
implementation that inherently includes assessing readers.

Moreover, as with reading workshop, formative assessment as a practice has been widely
discussed in professional development texts (Greenstein, 2010; Heritage, 2010; Popham, 2008;
Serafini, 2001). However, little empirical research has examined its actual classroom
implementation. Given this lack of empirical study, the study of assessment practices within
reading workshop is very limited.

This study, then, was designed to examine, in depth, the teaching practices of one teacher

attempting to implement constructivist teaching and learning practices in literacy instruction



(reading in particular) in her classroom. The purpose of this study was to closely examine her
classroom practices in implementing reading workshop, to examine her assessment practices
within this model, and to see if, when, and how her assessment practices support or enhance
constructivist practices within reading workshop.
Research Questions
Answers to the following questions were sought to address the purpose of the study.
*  What does literacy instruction look like in practice for a teacher who is implementing
the reading workshop model of reading instruction?
*What is occurring in the classroom when a teacher who uses reading workshop
incorporates assessment practices within the reading workshop structure?
*How does the teacher use (or not use) assessments of her students in her instructional
decision making for reading workshop?
Organization of the Dissertation
The dissertation is divided into six chapters including the introduction, literature review,
methodology, study findings, analysis, and concluding thoughts. Chapter 2, the literature review,
makes the case for the importance of constructivist practices in literacy (particularly reading)
instruction for young children, while also defining reading workshop and formative assessment
and reviewing the extant literature related to both. This chapter also discusses the limited
literature on assessment practices in reading workshop and other constructivist models of literacy
instruction, and lays out the gaps in the literature related both to reading workshop in action and
assessment practices. Chapter 3 provides a description of the methodology used in the study and

outlines how this case study was organized as well as the approaches taken to data collection,



analysis, and interpretation. Chapter 4 focuses on the findings of the research, presenting the
story of the data. Chapter 5 provides an analysis of the three major findings in this study. Finally,
Chapter 6 describes the implications of the study for current and future educators and makes

recommendations for future research.



Chapter 2

Literature Review

Introduction

In this chapter, I first provide my working definition of constructivism and then make the
case for the importance of constructivist practices in literacy (particularly reading) instruction for
young children. Next, I define reading workshop and review the extant literature related to its
effectiveness and then demonstrate how reading workshop is a constructivist practice. I discuss
why it is an important path forward in literacy instruction. I share the limited literature on
assessment practices in reading workshop in order to highlight this gap in the literature. I also
define formative assessment as a constructivist method of assessment that could support and
enhance the effective implementation of reading workshop. I review the extant literature related
to the formative assessment in literacy instruction and lay out the gaps in the literature related to
both reading workshop and assessment practices. Finally, I make the case for why it is important
to study these practices in an in-depth manner in actual classroom practice.

Constructivism

Definition

Constructivism is both the theoretical framework I adopted for the study and what I
believe constitutes good practices in literacy teaching and learning. Constructivism, as it applies
to literacy instruction, is an important approach because it helps to define qualities of effective
literacy instruction and how it can look when put into practice. Following is the working

definition of constructivism that I used to guide my work and my approaches to this study.



As noted in Chapter 1, constructivism is a philosophy and theory of learning that is
rooted in the work of such scholars such as Vygotsky (1978), Piaget (1952), Bruner (1960), and
Dewey (1938). The main idea is that learning is culturally embedded and humans create
knowledge via the interactions between their own cognitive processes and cues received from
that social context. Overall, a constructivist view assumes that learning is an active, authentic,
and social process. Learners are viewed as makers of meaning and knowledge. By reflecting on
our experiences, we construct our own understanding of the world in which we live. We each
make sense of our own experiences, and learning becomes a process of adjusting to
accommodate these new experiences and new learning (Brooks & Brooks, 1993). Constructivist
teaching fosters critical thinking, student motivation for learning, and student independence (Von
Glasersfield, 1989).

Constructivism in the Classroom

In the classroom, the constructivist view of learning can lead to a number of different
teaching practices. Given the belief in the social nature of learning, these teaching practices
usually mean encouraging and supporting students to be active in their learning, be involved in
learning that provokes problem solving, and have regular opportunities to reflect upon and talk
about what they are learning and how their understanding is changing (Brooks & Brooks, 1993).

In order to provide a contrast, Kim (2005) suggests three fundamental differences
between constructivist teaching and other frameworks. First, learning is an active constructivist
process rather than a process of knowledge acquisition. Second, teaching is supporting the

learner’s constructivist processing of understanding rather than delivering the information to the



learner. Third, teaching is a learner-teacher concept rather than a teacher-learner concept. It
means putting the learner at the center of all interactions with teaching in the supporting role.

Three critical tenets of the theory of constructivist teaching and learning guided my
approach in this study. The first is that learning is an active process. The second important tenet
is that learning can be scaffolded and tailored to meet students where they are in learning a
particular skill or concept (Jonassen, 1999). This suggests that assessment practices are
constructed such that the information is gathered during the learning process and used to directly
improve the quality or match of the instruction. In other words, teachers can know where their
learners are at any particular time in the learning process, and their instruction can closely match
students’ needs. The third tenet is that constructivist teaching is authentic; that is, teachers
involve students in the actual practices of a discipline or field of study (Jonassen, 1999). This
suggests that learning occurs when teachers and students are actively involved in a process of
meaning and knowledge construction rather than passively receiving information (Brooks &
Brooks, 1993; Thirteen Ed Online, 2004). Following, I provide more detail related to each of
these three tenets.
Learning Is an Active Process

Constructivist teaching supports students being active and involved in their learning
(Bruner, 1960). Via this activity, learners can begin to understand that experiences, in
conjunction with a trial-and-error search for solutions or a deeper understanding of a topic or
skill, can further learning and make it more sustainable. Harada, Lum, and Souza (2002/2003)
noted that the focus should be on learning as a process rather than as an ability to master isolated

skills. Given this perspective, learning should be viewed as a social experience, an opportunity to
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solve problems and to work cooperatively as part of the classroom routine. This social aspect of
the constructivist approach to teaching and learning is rooted in the work of Vygotsky (1978),
who believed that the social environment supports and influences a child’s cognitive
development. Vygotsky’s social development theory promotes learning contexts in which
students have an active role in their learning. Accordingly, the teacher is not the dispenser of
knowledge, but rather a facilitator of meaning making through shared experiences and
interactions.

Vygotsky’s (1978) framework uses social interaction as its base for all learning and
development. This social development theory offers three major themes that support social
interaction as a base: (a) social interaction plays a critical role in cognitive development in
relation to what is learned and when and how learning occurs; (b) social learning precedes
development and learning happens when a student interacts with a “more knowledgeable other”
or an individual with better understanding or higher ability level than the learner in a particular
task, process, or concept; and (c¢) the only way to understand how humans come to learn is to
study learning in an environment where the process of learning is the focus, rather than the
product of learning (Lutz & Huitt, 2004). Vygotsky’s theory also promotes learning contexts that
support students playing active roles in their learning.

Learning Is Scaffolded

Bruner (1960) advocated for the scaffolding of instruction to meet students’ needs as a
way to individualize teaching and reach students where they are at in order to move them toward
their learning goals. Piaget (1952) added that information should be presented in a way that

assists children in problem solving. Vygotsky (1978), and his idea of the Zone of Proximal
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Development (ZPD), suggested that every child is at a specific developmental level that was
established as a result of already completed developmental cycles. The ZPD involves the
distance between the actual developmental level, as determined by the independent problem-
solving capabilities of the child, and the level of potential development, as determined by
problem solving with guidance. This relationship between learning and development suggests
that learning should be matched in some way with the child’s current developmental level for
optimal learning experiences. Learning occurs between the point at which a student can perform
a task under adult guidance and/or with peer collaboration and the point at which they can
perform the task independently. This means that teachers must assume the role of facilitators who
assist students in formulating their own levels of understanding and support learners in taking on
more active roles in the learning that is matched specifically to their learning needs.

Also, according to Vygotsky (1978), the process of meaning making for the student is
more important than just the acquisition of a large set of knowledge or skills. Teachers are
responsible for matching learning experiences to a child’s developmental level while also
providing social interactions during the learning process (Lutz & Huitt, 2004). This can be
accomplished by turning learning experiences into opportunities that make meaning through both
independent and guided interactions that prepare students for the next stage in their learning.
Children construct knowledge by trying new things and experiencing both success and
challenges. Making mistakes and encountering challenges are part of the natural process of
learning and problem solving. In Vygotsky’s framework, children can find that their learning is
personal and meaningful, and the discovery aspect of the problem-solving process in turn

becomes a catalyst for student learning.
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Learning Is Authentic

Dewey (1928) suggested that learning be grounded in real experiences and Bruner (1960)
suggested that learning should be authentic and not centered around the teaching of isolated
skills. In addition, teaching activities should allow students to discover and construct knowledge.
Bruner viewed children as active problem solvers, ready to explore the world around them. He
suggested that it is important that learning be structured in a way that enables the learner to grasp
the information most readily, and it should be a central component of teaching. Learners
construct knowledge for themselves, with each learner constructing his or her own personal
meaning along the way. Similarly, Dewey (1928) argued that students must be engaged in
meaningful and relevant activities that allow them to apply the concepts they are trying to learn;
in addition, children’s minds are active and naturally curious. Therefore, when information is
simply disseminated and expected to be regurgitated, children lose interest and learning loses its
authenticity. Dewey’s philosophy of education embraced this curiosity of children’s minds by
encouraging questioning and testing to discover truth. However, Dewey also felt that children’s
interests were not to be freely explored without direction. Instead, the teacher’s role was to
control and foster that curious learning with a specific purpose and enduring goal in mind.
Summary

Teaching through a constructivist lens emphasizes the belief that students grow when
they are actively, not passively, involved in authentic learning (Bruner, 1960) that is grounded in
real life (Dewey, 1938), within the context of their lives as learners. Teaching should involve
presenting information that invites problem solving (Piaget, 1952) and critical thinking, both of

which lead to meaning construction. Such learning comes from teaching that focuses on the
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learners’ efforts to make sense of what they are learning as it fits their developmental level and
reflects their context. Thus, effective instruction builds on what children already know and can
do, and moves them to new levels of learning (Vygotsky, 1978).

Constructivism is an important way to approach literacy instruction because it offers
students an authentic environment in which to learn, practice, and share literacy learning. In the
literacy classroom, constructivism supports the inclusion of a variety of methods as a part of the
teaching and learning that is happening. Constructivist teaching encourages learners to construct
their own meaning by using their own experiences to construct understandings that make sense
to them. In this setting, learning is also enhanced by social interactions. These social interactions
encourage students to verbalize their thinking and refine their understandings by comparing them
with those of others. Another important part of constructivism includes authentic learning tasks.
These authentic learning tasks promote meaningful learning and require understanding similar to
thinking encountered outside the classroom. Reading workshop is an approach that aligns with
these constructivist teaching and learning practices. The constructivist literacy model includes
building a community of learners in which they work independently, in pairs and as a whole
group, to make meaning of books, apply reading skills and strategies in authentic reading
situations, and share what they are learning within social settings.

The next section describes the framework of constructivist learning, the specific teaching
strategies of reading workshop, and its use in the learning and literacy processes of young
children. The constructivist framework suggests a connection to particular kinds of assessment
practices that have the potential to enhance the reading workshop model.

Reading Workshop
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The reading workshop is an instructional model that is grounded in the constructivist
framework. Scholars in the field suggest that it provides students with effective literacy
instruction (Calkins, 2001; Serafini, 2001) and is successful in meeting the literacy needs of a
variety of learners. To enact a reading workshop, teachers need to make use of a wide range of
strategies that support students initially, and then gradually remove these supports to foster
independence. Because all students read and write at their own level during workshop teaching,
its design makes this format especially amenable to differentiation, tailoring instruction to meet
student needs, (Calkins, 2015) by putting children’s learning needs at the center of instructional
decision making. This section first offers definitions of this instructional approach to teaching
literacy, followed by a discussion of best practices in using the reading workshop. Finally, I
examine empirical research on the reading workshop and how it supports the need to examine
further how the reading workshop can be used as an instructional approach. In other words, I will
describe the connection of the instructional approach of reading workshop to the constructivist
approach to teaching and learning.

Defining Reading Workshop

Most scholars have defined reading workshop in terms of its space, although definitions
may vary. This definition of space in the classroom environment is set up or organized to support
students in doing specific work, using the structures and components of teaching that comprise
the workshop. The following definitions come from leading scholars in the field and offer
common threads that support the working definition of the reading workshop as it applies herein.

Fountas and Pinnell (2001) described reading workshop as “a laboratory in which
individual students are busily engaged in reading that reflects real life; that is, they are reading in

ways that match what readers do all their lives” (p. 41). In the reading workshop model, the
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teacher presents a literacy concept or skill, provides time for students to practice that skill, and
gives time for students to nurture the love of reading authentically. The workshop provides a
time for students to learn about how texts work and how to interact with texts in various ways.
Reading workshop builds a community of readers, with students receiving the teacher’s solid
foundational instruction, peer support, and an opportunity to interact with each other to develop
strong literacy skills and savor books on a daily basis.

More specifically, Atwell (1998) asserted that the reading workshop puts books into
students’ hands instead of only teaching them isolated reading skills. She felt this not only
changed attitudes about reading from negative to positive, but also helped to create lifelong
readers. According to Atwell, the workshop includes the major components of a mini-lesson in
which the teacher gives students a small important lesson about a reading skill or strategy, offers
choices in reading materials and reading time, establishes a literate environment, and conducts
individual conferencing and small group meetings. Thus, the workshop is a teaching model that
allows students to enjoy and effectively improve their reading. “Reading workshop is a great
place for kids to practice comprehension, build fluency, acquire vocabulary, and develop critical
literary eyes and ears” (p. 138).

Similarly, Routman’s (2003) definition includes an understanding of a balanced reading
program that supports students as they develop their ability to read, write, speak, listen, think,
and grow into literate people. This definition acknowledges that “all aspects of reading and
writing, receiving appropriate emphasis and guided contexts are used to help readers become
critical thinkers, independent problem solvers, self-monitors, self-evaluators, and goal

setters” (p. 15). The reading workshop, then, serves as a framework for reading instruction that
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provides students with a supportive, balanced environment involving them in authentic reading
experiences that focus on their unique strengths and needs. The basic philosophy behind reading
workshop centers on allowing students to spend extended time each day in reading authentic
texts that interest them and presenting opportunities to discuss what they read. Reading
workshop gives students time to choose books, read, think critically, and interact with others.
They become responsible for their own learning and interactions with teacher and peers by
setting goals, tracking progress, and assessing personal success. A classroom structure that
accommodates the reading workshop creates a supportive community that fosters diversity, self-
confidence, and self-esteem (Routman, 2003).

Adding to the multilayered aspects of reading workshop is Sibberson and Szymusiak’s
(2008) view that in an authentic reading workshop, students begin to live their lives as readers
and thinkers. They learn together as a community and share in the joy of reading as they broaden
their experiences with texts and newly developed skills for understanding them. According to
Sibberson and Szymusiak, reading workshop transforms all students into passionate readers
because there is a place in the workshop for every kind of learner. Teachers facilitate this
transformation by the types of instructional decisions they make during reading workshop that
support readers because they have come to know their readers so well. Sibberson and Szymusiak
also emphasize the need to assess the reading workshop by gathering such evidence as changes
in thinking, student artifacts presented on reading experiences, and insights students express
about their reading process.

An important consideration in the definition of reading workshop is what Serafini (2001)

pointed out, that a reading workshop is not a program or script to follow—meaning it is instead
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dynamic instruction based on student need and matched to that need in content and delivery. It is
an organizational framework for reading instruction and authentic reading time, and it involves a
structure to provide reading instruction within myriad learning experiences and interactions. It
involves the teaching of comprehension strategies within the context of reading. Serafini also
echoed other definitions in calling the reading workshop an opportunity for students to read and
explore texts independently and with others, but emphasized the teacher’s roles in sharing and
guiding reading instruction as well as instruction for decoding and understanding text. According
to Serafini, several pedagogical principles within a reading workshop are important: (a) readers
need time to read and discuss texts; (b) readers can access a wide variety of quality reading
materials; (¢) readers have choice in what they read; (d) readers experience informative
responses to their efforts from both peers and a more knowledgeable other; and (e) quality
demonstrations of literate behaviors emerge from the process.

Finally, Calkins (2010) stressed the structure of the reading workshop as part of its
definition. The structure is deliberately kept simple and predictable, and students can approach
any day’s reading workshop “as artists approach a studio or researchers approach a laboratory,
planning to continue with their important ongoing work™ (p. 14)—in other words, in authentic
ways. The workshop model aims to ensure that students receive targeted instruction and are
given significant amounts of time to practice their learning during the independent reading
portion of the reading workshop (Calkins, 2001; Serafini, 2001). The bulk of time in a reading
workshop is spent reading in the fullest sense of the word: reading, imagining, thinking,
recalling, questioning, talking, writing, reviewing, comparing, researching, and reading some

more. Each day, students draw on a repertoire of skills, tools, strategies, and habits that continue
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to grow and become refined through mini-lessons, conferences, and small group instruction.
Instruction is varied to meet student need, embracing the constructivist nature of teaching and
learning.

According to Calkins (2001), the “mini-lessons” are usually quick demonstrations of a
powerful reading skill or strategy—a way for readers to handle a challenge or elevate the level of
their reading work. The mini-lessons are intended to help students in their ongoing future work,
not only in their daily activities. After completing a mini-lesson, the students turn to their
ongoing reading work—their self-chosen, “just-right” books appropriate for their need and level
—and settle down to read. During this reading time, each reader does specific work, which is
determined in part by assessments and one-to-one and small group teaching, and in part by the
cumulative impact of the mini-lessons. The simplicity and predictability of the reading
workshop, according to Calkins (2010), are important “precisely so that teachers are freed from
constant choreographing and are able to observe, to listen, to assess, and to teach into each
students’ zone of proximal development” (p. 16).

In sum, the above definitions have highlighted common threads that served as my
working definition of the reading workshop for this study. Scholars have suggested that the
reading workshop requires teachers to have a specific sense of the environment in which students
are situated and supported. The workshop has been termed a laboratory (Fountas & Pinnell,
2001); a framework for reading instruction (Routman, 2003; Serafini, 2001); a community of
readers (Sibberson & Szymusiak, 2008); and an environment analogous to an artist’s studio
(Calkins, 2010). There is as well agreement that the work done in the reading workshop needs to

reflect reading done in the “real world.” The term authentic was also frequently used when
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defining the reading workshop (Fountas & Pinnell, 2001; Serafini, 2001; Sibberson &
Szymusiak, 2008). In addition, the major purpose of this environment is to provide a space to
practice real-world reading so that students will become lifelong independent readers. Finally,
Sibberson and Szymusiak (2008) introduced the important component of assessment to discuss
how teachers’ instruction during independent reading should be based on data and matched to
student needs; this is consistent with constructivist teaching and learning practices in the
individualization of the instruction. By using assessment to gauge where students are at, their
learning instruction can be scaffolded to support their specific needs.

Thus, for the purpose of this study, my working definition of the reading workshop was
that it provides an interactive structure allowing students to learn reading skills and strategies
authentically, in short focused mini-lessons, with time to practice what they learn in books that
are appropriate for their needs. Additionally, there is also a built-in assessment component that
allows students to evaluate their own progress as well as teachers to evaluate students’ progress
into becoming independent, lifelong readers.

Effectiveness of Reading Workshop

In this section, I discuss reading workshop as a constructivist method of literacy
instruction. I highlight what empirical research has said about this instructional approach,
including components of its effectiveness in the classroom.

Although many teachers and districts utilize reading workshop as their instructional
model, only a few large sample or longitudinal empirical recent studies have documented the
effectiveness of the reading workshop approach. However, within the extant literature, we do

find self-report studies where teacher/researchers have reported on reading workshop from their
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own classroom experiences or through case studies. These studies do suggest that reading
workshop is effective in providing many benefits to students participating in this environment,
although the body of literature is limited. Given the limited number of studies, there are gaps
(that I point out) suggesting that further study of this model is warranted.

A review of this empirical research reveals several important key points to consider about
reading workshops, which also support the scholars who have defined reading workshop. First,
the literature suggests that reading workshop is an effective method of increasing student
comprehension (Blake, 2006; Lause, 2004; Mitev, 1994; Streeland & Eischens, 2014; Thomas,
2012; Towle, 2000; Williams, 2001). Second, it can be effective in increasing teachers’
confidence in and ability to meet the needs of all students (Reutel & Cooter, 1991; Towle, 2000;
Williams, 2001). Third, authors have indicated that reading workshop can be applied to a variety
of populations, including students with learning disabilities and students of low SES, and
produce positive results in reading for these populations (Blake, 2006; Shatzer, 1996; Williams,
2001). Fourth, the literature suggests that reading workshop has a direct effect on students’
attitudes toward reading in addition to increasing their engagement in and motivation to read
(Lause, 2004; Reutel & Cooter, 1991; Taylor & Nesheim, 2000; Thomas, 2012). Each of these
key points is discussed in greater depth below.

Reading Comprehension

Research has suggested that the use of the reading workshop model can have a positive
impact on reading comprehension, an important component of effective literacy instruction
(Atwell, 1998; Calkins, 2010; Routman, 2003; Sibberson & Szymusiak, 2008). For instance,

Towle (2000) found that by using reading workshop as her primary approach to literacy
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instruction (which included regularly conferring with students about their reading), students’
reading comprehension, along with her knowledge of how they were progressing as readers,
increased. Her workshop consisted of five key components: focus lessons, teacher sharing time,
student self-selected reading and responding time, student sharing time, and teacher conferencing
with students and setting goals with them. By implementing reading workshop, as described
above, Towle found that this approach provided her with a framework that included time to meet
with students in conferences and review their written responses to their reading. This then gave
her more information to help her meet the unique needs of her students, including how they were
comprehending what they were reading.

Some studies (Blake, 2006; Lause, 2001; Thomas, 2012; Williams, 2001) specifically
examined the component of reading comprehension within reading workshop as one of their
study indicators through pre- and posttest scores using standardized assessment tools. Students in
the study classrooms were assessed on these measures, participated in reading workshop
instruction, and then were reassessed afterwards. For example, Williams (2010) used the
Stanford Diagnostic Reading Test, the Metacomprehension Strategy Index, the Names Test, and
an interest inventory; Blake (2006) used the ELA Regents Exam and the Weschler Individual
Achievement Test. In both of these case studies, Williams and Blake worked with struggling
readers and utilized reading workshop as an intervention with small groups. Both studies showed
an increase in students’ reading comprehension as a result of their participation in reading
workshop, thus illustrating reading workshop as an effective model of instruction when used

with a small group of students.
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In two other studies, researchers used classroom observations and student interviews to
provide evidence of improvement in comprehension skills. Lause (2004) implemented reading
workshop with her middle school students and reported that by using reading workshop, her
students improved in many areas including reading rate, motivation, and comprehension. As she
noted, at the beginning of the year, 14% of 19 ninth grade English students were reading fewer
than 15 pages per session and struggling consistently through each session of reading workshop
to stay motivated to read and understand what they were reading. By the end of the year, only
2% were still in this category. Thomas (2012) followed two teachers who implemented a reading
workshop as their new methodology to teach reading to all six of their seventh and eighth grade
classes. Both grades were given a choice in the books they read and received large amounts of
time to read. The students responded to their texts in various ways while their teachers facilitated
this process and conferred with them to address individual reading needs. Students still received
important skills instruction, but were able to practice those skills in their self-selected reading
material. The data, collected through interviews and classroom observations over 8 months,
revealed that implementing the reading workshop increased students’ motivation and
comprehension and provided opportunities for authentic learning experiences. In both cases, we
find that the implementation of reading workshop had a positive impact on the reading
comprehension, among other skills, of their students.

Mitev’s (1994) study showed improvement in the comprehension skills of middle school
students in the reading workshop classrooms she studied. She compared Stanford Achievement
Test scores across 2 years of instruction. In Year 1, both groups of students received whole

language reading instruction, an approach to literacy instruction focusing on meaning and
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strategy instruction. In Year 2, one class received whole language reading instruction and the
other class participated in reading workshop. Pre- and posttests of comprehension skills were
conducted using the Stanford Achievement Test, and both years of students, overall, showed an
increase in student comprehension. However, what is important about this study is that Mitev
further compared results across 13 quartiles of scores and found that the students in the quartiles
below 25% showed greater improvement if they were in the reading workshop classroom. This
suggests that the reading workshop method can improve comprehension skills, especially for
struggling readers—an important element that will be discussed in a later section.

In sum, these studies showed that through conferring with readers and through pre- and
posttest scores, utilizing reading workshop can have a positive effect on students’ reading
comprehension, including struggling readers. One visible limitation of this research was the
multiple studies that looked at reading workshop implementation with a small group of students.
In these cases, the teacher would have more individualized time with students because of the
small group size, making it more likely scores would go up or reading growth would be present.
Finally, assessment practices were not mentioned as a part of any of these studies, making it
difficult to interpret how assessment was a part of their reading workshop implementation. In the
next section, I discuss the literature as it pertains to student centeredness.

Teaching and Learning Are Centered on the Student

Some studies have indicated that the structure of reading workshop can allow for
instruction that is individualized and matched to student learning needs. These studies showed
learners being put into the center of instruction and then how they can construct meaning as they

learn. As Bruner (1960) noted, when students are placed at the center of the learning process, it
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allows instruction to be individualized to their needs and for students to be involved in the
learning process and in personalized goal setting. As a result, we see that the teachers in these
studies were also able to observe their own growth and confidence in understanding students’
learning needs; thus, they were able to meet student learning needs more effectively.

Reutel and Cooper (1991), for example, set teachers up with four criteria to follow when
implementing reading workshop in order to explore ways teachers could use the structure to help
them individualize instruction and ensure it was student-centered. In the study, during the
reading workshop, teachers had to make sure that (a) students had ownership over their time;

(b) the classroom environment and daily routine encouraged reading as a primary activity; (c) the
teacher explicitly communicated the importance of reading; and (d) there were regular
opportunities to demonstrate reading strategies, share the reading process including responding
to books, and evaluate individual reading progress. Reutel and Cooter examined reading
conferences with students, through observations of them and discussions with teachers, student
response logs, and literature response groups. The findings revealed that by following the four
criteria, along with meeting with students on a regular basis and studying student logs and group
work, the teachers could use all of this information to make sure instruction and daily reading
opportunities were matched to student needs; moreover, they could make sure that students were
put at the center of instructional decision making. Teachers reported an increase in students being
involved in taking control of their own reading instruction and success—an example of the
students putting themselves at the center of the learning taking place. Students taking

responsibility for their own learning is an important part of constructivist teaching and learning.
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Mitev (1994) conducted a series of teacher interviews at the end of a 2-year study of
teachers who were all using the reading workshop model to deliver their reading instruction.
Through these interviews, Mitev discovered that the teachers reported an increased awareness of
students’ needs, increased confidence in meeting the needs of all learners, and a perceived belief
that providing students with more access to literature and allowing them to choose their own
books increased academic success. By having an increased awareness of what students needed
and through an increased confidence in being able to meet students’ needs, teachers were then
able to put students at the center of their instructional decision making. Teachers were confident
knowing that students could follow through and that the instruction they were providing was
matched to what the students needed. Student centeredness is an important tenet of constructivist
teaching and learning.

Similarly, Towle (2000) and Williams (2001) concluded that giving students time to read
where they had choice and ownership over what they were reading was key to their success in
the classrooms they studied. Additionally, in these classrooms, the teachers were conferring with
students on a regular basis and setting goals with them. These student-centered practices allowed
the teachers to meet the unique needs of their students. Keep in mind that these two studies also
showed improvements in reading comprehension, which supports the ideas that the organization
of reading workshop was key in its effectiveness.

In sum, the structure and implementation of reading workshop play significant,
successful roles for teachers and students. In a classroom built on constructivist practices, the
environment is very important as a means to ensure scaffolding and the ways that the

environment is structured; this, in turn, ensures that students and student needs are located at the
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center of instructional decision making (Bruner, 1960). In all of the studies investigated, teachers
found that by putting students at the center of instruction and having adequate time to read,
positive results occurred.

One limitation of these studies was that although the studies reported studying response
logs, conferring with students, and participating in student goal setting, there was little mention
of how teachers used any data they collected to make instructional decisions. These studies
focused more on the overall implementation of reading workshop as a model, not on the
intricacies of implementing to include data-driven decision making in order for student-centered
instruction to happen.

In the next section, I discuss studies that showed how reading workshop supports a
variety of student populations. Classrooms are made up of students at differing levels needing
differing amounts of scaffolding to help them learn new skills and strategies. Constructivist
classrooms adapt instructional delivery and content in order to match the variety of student needs
present in the classroom.

Variety of Student Populations

Some studies indicated the efficacy of reading workshop in meeting the needs of a variety
of learners. When students are placed at the center of instruction, which is supported via the
reading workshop model, the opportunity to meet the needs of a variety of learners should be
greatly enhanced. This occurs when the teacher can better understand what each student needs
and then instruction can operate more effectively to support the students’ construction of
meaning on their own. Connected to the feature of reading workshop to offer instruction that is

student centered and individualized is the literature that highlights this model to be organized
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such that it allows for a variety of student learning and targeted instructional needs to be met. In
other words, differentiation in order to meet the needs of children who may be struggling (or who
have traditionally struggled with literacy development) is made more possible via the model.
Following are examples from the literature of studies indicating that targeted populations who
may require extra support in reading development can be served well in a reading workshop
because the model allows for extra opportunities for one-on-one and small group instruction.
Shatzer (1996) studied the effects of reading workshop on elementary students with
learning disabilities. These students participated in an intervention that consisted of inclusion in a
regular education classroom during reading workshop across an entire school year. Shatzer
collected data from interviews, reflective journals, observations, videotapes, and student test
scores in addition to feedback from regular education teachers, special education teachers, and
the students’ parents. Assessments were also given at the beginning and end of the study to
determine the effects. The results indicated that the students increased their reading ability by at
least one grade level, thus suggesting the effective support reading workshop can provide
struggling readers, particularly because of the use of scaffolding that each student might need.
Similarly, Blake (2006) focused on understanding how the workshop model in both
reading and writing was an effective approach with low-achieving and low-SES status students
struggling in 11th grade. The effects of the model were measured based on the students’
performance on the ELA Regents exam and the Wechsler Individual Achievement Test which
measured reading comprehension and writing skills. Based on pre- and posttest scores, the

performance of all students improved on both assessments, showing a connection between
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improved student achievement because of the workshop model and positive teacher reactions to
its use as an instructional approach to literacy instruction.

Williams (2001) also focused attention on struggling students through the use of reading
workshop in her middle school classroom. She used pre- and posttest scores on standardized
measures which showed growth in all eight of her most struggling readers in reading attitudes as
well as reading skills and strategies.

In sum, these studies supported the idea that reading workshop can be applied to diverse
populations to support their reading achievement, highlighting the positive effect this model can
have for readers. As mentioned above, with the studies that focused on reading comprehension
growth, one limitation was in the measures these researchers used to show growth. Standardized
test scores do not assess readers in a way that reflects how they participate during a reading
workshop. This leaves a disconnect in the understanding of what students are actually doing in
the classroom and how the instruction is specifically supporting their achievement. Further, this
type of assessment is not constructivist and is only being used as a model evaluation method for
the study to show the overall efficacy of the reading workshop model. What we are missing from
these studies is insight into how situations of constructivist assessment practices implement
appropriate scaffolds and support to address the ability of the students to guide their own
learning. Although there is one elementary school example, the others, as with most mentioned
in this literature review, are middle school studies. This makes it hard to know if the same results
would occur in an elementary setting and if there would be particular important nuances to

understand, given the developmental levels of the students.
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In the next section, I discuss studies that show an increase in student motivation as a
result of reading workshop. With an increase in student motivation, students can be more
invested in their learning and in the efforts they put forth. Student ownership over their learning,
motivation towards improving on their learning goals, and making meaning in authentic learning
situations can improve students’ reading abilities and progress.

Student Motivation

The empirical literature on reading workshop reflects how the reading workshop can
affect attitude change in students by helping them develop higher motivation for reading and a
deeper love of reading. This important implication illustrates that the reading workshop offers
the potential to engage students and help them become more invested in their reading, thus
having a likely impact on student achievement.

One key classroom study by Lause (2004) provided evidence from her classroom
practices over 4 years of reading workshop implementation. She reported on data gathered from
student reading interviews in order to use evaluation methods to show the efficacy of the model
for this particular component. Data indicated that before implementing reading workshop, 65%
of her students did not see themselves as readers, and only 10% could articulate what made a
book enjoyable for them. After implementing reading workshop, 95% of her readers saw
themselves as readers, had a clear sense of their reading tastes, and had compiled a list of books
they wanted to read. This suggests students had authentic choice and ownership in what they
read—an important tenet of constructivist teaching and learning. By giving students time to read
and choice in what they were reading, along with skill and strategy instruction and regular

conferring with them, students wanted to read more. This increase in their volume of reading had
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an impact on their reading test scores, but more importantly it helped them foster identities as
lifelong readers, highlighting the student ownership and authenticity of constructivist teaching
and learning practices.

In a similar fashion, Thomas (2012) and Streeland and Eischens (2014) conducted
research that revealed, through pre- and posttest data, observations, and conversations with
students, that by giving students choice in the books they read and large amounts of time to read,
their motivation, attitudes about, and engagement in their reading increased.

These previously identified studies illustrated the idea that reading workshop can be
connected to an increase in motivation to read and a love of reading via the reading workshop
model of instruction. However, a limitation to these studies was that they examined results of
student motivation through pre- and posttest data that were not necessarily reflective of the
specific classroom activities that garnered the motivation in the first place. With an increased
motivation to read and by reading more, teachers could potentially be afforded more
opportunities to lift the level of students’ reading work and have them practice their new learning
in authentic reading situations.

Summary

Reading workshop is an instructional model that has been demonstrated by the available
literature to be effective and important in ways supported by constructivist theory. This research
is an important starting place to provide the support for reading workshop as an instructional
model. However, the research also leaves us without a deeper understanding of the actual
classroom practices that led to its effectiveness. As I have discussed, reading workshop can be

challenging to implement, and an examination of how its constructivist practices actually operate
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would be important. It is certainly the case that the available research is limited in depth and
scope, especially at the elementary level. Additionally, most of the studies available on reading
workshop have focused on the implementation of the workshop model, but contain limited
information on the instructional elements of reading workshop and connections to within-model
assessment practices. Studies are mostly focused on demonstrating the efficacy of the model,
which then excludes any discussion about challenges or related cautions and how these were
addressed in the classroom practices. Furthermore, this leaves out making connections to how
assessment is used within the model, and potential related challenges, to support students’
authentic meaning making and achievement.

The practical literature on reading workshop clearly supports particular assessment
practices within the model. Moreover, an overall constructivist approach provides the case that
within-instruction assessment practices are important in developing appropriate scaffolds,
matching instruction to student need, and providing opportunities for students to set goals and
build independence. In addition, it encourages learning growth to occur within social interactions
with peers and adults.

Next, I will identify an approach to assessment that fits well with how assessment is
approached in reading workshop and within constructivist classroom approaches. This approach
is not specifically connected to reading workshop in most of the literature; however, I argue it
can be a useful framework both to better study assessment within constructivist classroom
practice and to support teachers in enacting this type of literacy instruction. I also propose that

the literature on formative assessment can be useful in this endeavor.
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In this next section, I transition to a discussion on assessment. Research on reading
workshop supports assessment as a part of reading workshop. Reading workshop has the space
(Atwell, 1998; Routman, 2003) for a built-in assessment component that allows teachers time to
evaluate students’ progress, promote independence, and provide instruction that is matched to
student need (Sibberson & Szymusiak, 2008). Assessment, primarily formative assessment, will
be the focus of the next section of this chapter.

Formative Assessment

Formative assessment is also an approach to assessing children that is grounded in the
constructivist framework. Most scholars have defined it as a continuous cycle of observing and
assessing students that is embedded within what is already happening in the classroom (Heritage,
2007; Popham, 2008). Scholars have also suggested that constructivist assessment practices can
be used to close the gap between what students already know and what they are trying to
achieve. Formative assessment embodies constructivism by taking place in authentic ways,
during authentic learning times. It is also rooted in social interactions and active involvement, on
the part of the teacher and student, within the process. This section first offers definitions of this
assessment approach, followed by a discussion of best practices in using formative assessment in
the classroom. I then connect this instructional approach to the constructivist approach to
teaching and learning. Finally, I examine empirical research on formative assessment and how it
supports the need to examine further how formative assessment might be connected to and used
within reading workshop. I do this in order to show how formative assessment supports the
constructivist nature of reading workshop and, if used together more intentionally, could enhance

student learning.
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Defining Formative Assessment

While definitions of formative assessment vary, most scholars have defined it in terms of
its ongoing and cyclical nature—that is, how teachers engage in a feedback loop with students in
order to more closely support teaching and learning that is more specifically connected to student
need. The following definitions come from leading scholars in the field and offer common
threads that support the working definition of formative assessment as it applied herein.

Heritage (2007) defined formative assessment as “a systematic approach to continuously
gather evidence about learning. The data are used to identify a student’s current level of learning
and to adapt lessons to help the student reach the desired learning goal” (p. 141). In the formative
assessment process, both students and teachers are active participants in an effort to understand
their learning goals, how they are currently achieving in relation to those goals, and what steps
they need to reach those goals successfully.

Sadler’s (1989) foundational model of formative assessment characterized formative
assessment as a type of feedback loop that could be used to close the gap between a learner’s
current status and desired learning goals. He also identified the feedback that accompanies
formative assessment as a decisive element in assisting learning. In Sadler’s model, the teacher is
responsible for gathering data through formative assessment and then using that information to
make changes in instruction and provide feedback to the student about improving learning. The
teacher’s role, then, becomes one of not simply using feedback to promote content learning, but
also helping students understand the educational goals, develop the skills they need to make
judgments about their learning, and be supported in establishing a repertoire of strategies to

monitor their own learning independently.
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Pinchok and Brandt (2009) called formative assessment the “most instructionally
sensitive types of assessments [that] are considered an ongoing activity or process. They are
embedded within instructional activities and are linked to current teaching and learning activities
in the classroom” (p. 4). Thus, formative assessment can be used by teachers and students as a
natural part of ongoing, daily literacy instruction. It is a “planned process in which teachers or
students use assessment based evidence to adjust what they’re currently doing” (Popham, 2008,
p. 6). Popham similarly suggested that formative assessment is a process involving the use of
evaluations that elicit evidence on the degree to which a student has mastered a particular skill,
and then allows teachers and students to modify instructional plans and set goals accordingly.
Formative assessment also allows teachers and students to reflect on growth and goals, whether
related to skills, strategies, behaviors or attitudes.

Another key common element of the definitions is the focus on involving students in the
process (Heritage, 2007; Popham, 2008). Both teachers and students are active participants in
understanding next steps in teaching and learning, along with building students’ repertoire for
monitoring their learning and making adjustments along the way (Sadler, 1989).

Finally, Heritage (2007) and Popham (2008) discussed the important components of data
collection and what they can look like in a classroom setting. Observations, discussions, and
anecdotal note taking are some of the ways for teachers to gather data within any regular
classroom activity in which students might be participating—that is, the data are collected in the
moment learning is taking place. Teachers can use the data collected to modify instruction to
better match student needs. Students can also use the data to reflect on their progress and set

goals to continue moving forward.
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In sum, the above definitions highlight common threads that served as my working
definition of formative assessment for this study. Scholars have suggested that formative
assessment requires teachers to be engaged in a continuous cycle (Heritage, 2007; Popham,
2008) of collecting data, giving feedback (Sadler, 1989), and matching instruction to students’
needs all within regular daily classroom routine instruction. As well, there is agreement on the
main purpose for formative assessment to foster instruction that is student-centered through
continuous interactions among teachers and students.

Effectiveness of Formative Assessment

In this section, I discuss formative assessment as a constructivist method of assessment. I
highlight what the empirical research suggests about the instructional assessment approach,
including its classroom enactment and implications for both teachers and students.

Although assessment has been deemed part of the workshop model (Calkins, 2010;
Serafini, 2001; Sibberson & Szymusiak, 2008) and research has shown formative assessment to
be an effective constructivist model, few empirical studies exist that expressly link reading
workshop and formative assessment, particularly as a constructivist model. However, with the
literature on formative assessment, we do find self-report studies where teachers/researchers
have reported on the use of formative assessment from their own classroom experiences or
through case studies. These studies suggest that formative assessment is effective in supporting
student learning in constructivist ways.

A review of this empirical research reveals several important key points to consider about
formative assessment, which are also supported by the scholars who defined formative

assessment in the previous section. First, the literature suggests that formative assessment is an
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ongoing process that allows teachers to gather continuous data on their students through
practices like observations, conversations, quizzes, and anecdotal note taking (Dirksen, 2011;
Gorlewski, 2008; Leahy, Lyon, Thompson, & William, 2005; Noskin, 2013; Reed, 2012).
Research has also suggested that formative assessment can provide teachers with important
information that can help them understand what their students specifically need so they can
personalize their instructional practices (Gorlewski, 2008; Frey & Fischer, 2013; Leahy et al.,
2005; Noskin, 2013). This personalized instructional approach is accomplished by providing
students with clear learning objectives and frequent and meaningful feedback (Dirksen, 2011;
Frey & Fischer, 2013; Gorlewski, 2008; Martinez & Martinez, 1992; Noskin, 2013; Turnstall &
Gipps, 1996). Second, this feedback supports the involvement of students within the learning
process to help them use assessment data to make improvements in their own work (Frey &
Fischer, 2013; Reed, 2012). Research has suggested that formative assessment is a student-
centered process allowing for more student ownership in their learning, accountability, and
independence in their follow-through, and engagement in the learning process. Each of these key
points is addressed in more detail in the next section.
Ongoing Process With Feedback

Much of the research suggests that formative assessment is an ongoing process that
involves different kinds of continuous data collection. The data are used to provide teachers and
students with feedback. This feedback can then be used by teachers to make instructional
decisions matched to student need and can also allow students to make improvements in their
own work. Within this section, I will detail feedback while also discussing empirical literature

that highlights each important part of this process: ongoing data collection with feedback, kinds
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of data collection, and instructional decision making. The important feature of student
involvement will be outlined in more depth in another section.

Ongoing with feedback. Studies indicate that an important component of formative
assessment is that it is ongoing and involves the use of feedback. By collecting continuous data,
teachers are able to stay literally up to the minute with student learning and with the analysis of
student progress. This allows teachers to be able to match their instruction on an ongoing basis to
what students need. Also, coupling feedback with the ongoing data collection, teachers can begin
to scaffold some of the responsibility of the learning onto the students building up their
autonomy and independence.

In Frey and Fischer’s (2013) study, they articulated a clear purpose for each lesson in
order to present ongoing writing feedback to high school students. These researchers reported on
a profound shift in their assessment practice from occurring only at the end of a piece of writing,
to collecting data almost every day in order to give writers feedback as they were writing instead
of just at the end. For Frey and Fischer, articulating a clear purpose for each lesson and providing
ongoing feedback represented a “profound shift in our formative assessment practices, which
were now happening almost every day, rather than just when they submitted a draft writing
assignment” (p. 68). They also found that by conducting ongoing assessment, they were able to
focus their feedback more on the writer themselves instead of just the piece of writing, an
important pedagogical shift important to note here. They went from assessment of learning to
assessment for learning, applying one of the major tenets of formative assessment directly to

their practices.
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Similarly, Noskin (2013) and Gorlewski (2008) focused on collecting continuous data
and giving ongoing feedback in a middle and high school reading setting. By offering frequent,
ongoing assessments, Noskin noticed that he did not need to rely on one final summative
assessment and essay at the end of his literary unit on The Scarlet Letter to determine what the
students had learned. Instead, he could grasp what they were learning along the way by having
multiple check-ins with students instead of just one. As a result, he was able to create meaningful
formative assessments to define and support student learning. His revelation led him to
understand that the text itself was not the unit; rather, the purpose for reading was to heighten
students’ understanding of clearly identified skills and content knowledge. In this thinking, then,
according to Noskin, the assessments must be formative (vs. fact-driven) and frequent with
timely feedback. By providing formative and timely feedback, students were able to demonstrate
their understanding over time and how that knowledge was growing.

Similarly, Gorlewski (2008), in her own high-school English classroom reflection,
concluded that she needed a way to check in on students’ understanding of what she was
teaching. In response to this, she worked to apply formative assessment practices by identifying
clear learning objectives for students along with quick assessments to check in on students’
understanding and application of those objectives. She concluded that without these ongoing
formative assessments, misunderstandings would have remained unclarified for too long. She
also concluded that with them, she was able to provide timely, helpful, and meaningful feedback
to correct those misconceptions. Both researchers concluded that ongoing assessment with
continuous feedback allowed for teachers to understand student progress and that by using

formative assessments, misconceptions could be more readily corrected.
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Tunstall and Gipps (1996), in their study on types of feedback given to 6- and 7-year-olds
and how students understood this feedback, stated that:

[fleedback from teachers to children, in the process of formative assessment, is a prime

requirement for progress for learning. Formative assessment is that process of appraising,

judging, or evaluating students’ work or performance and using this to shape and improve

their competence. (p. 389)

Their study highlighted two important points about feedback: (a) it is a part of formative
assessment, and (b) it can impact the learning environment in the classroom, including the social
and academic climate.

Finally, Dirksen (2011), in her self-reported study, compared how formative assessment
in education could play a similar role to the reset button in video games. When a student is
playing a video game, he or she can make a mistake, hit the reset button, and start over.
According to Dirksen, “[f]ailure is ok as long as it leads to learning. There is a reset button in
education. It’s called formative assessment” (p. 31). According to this researcher, formative
assessment is typically ongoing evaluations, of many kinds, that are used to inform teaching and
learning. More specifically, formative assessments allow teachers to check for understanding and
help students achieve mastery by providing feedback to learners about their progress. With
formative assessments, teachers can look at data collected with an eye towards giving feedback
that is designed for teachers to improve their instruction and students to improve their
performance.

Kinds of data collection. Formative assessment ranges from simple to complex in its
classroom implementation. Likewise, data collection can take on many formats. Teachers vary

data collection methods that are responsive to student learning. Students have a variety of

different kinds of opportunities to show their understanding and allow for assistance when
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misunderstandings or misconceptions surface. This is important because students are given a
variety of ways to learn as teachers align instruction with the diverse needs of each student.

Dirksen (2011), for example, discussed how teachers can use tools on a daily basis as
formative assessment opportunities, making the learning process authentic and embedded within
classroom practice. This researcher highlighted a variety of formative assessment data collection
techniques that were already happening on a daily basis, affirming its authenticity and natural
occurrences within regular classroom activities. Within the most simplistic parameters, this
includes the tool of simple observation. Dirksen highlighted how looking for “confused
expressions and watching closely as students work on guided practice allows [her] to identify
students who don’t understand a concept” (pp. 27-28). Moreover, Dirksen identified questioning
as a way to collect formative assessment data. This tool provided teachers with information they
used to check on student understanding and then immediately redesign instruction to fix
misconceptions or enhance that understanding. Assignments and learning activities can also be
valuable tools for formative assessment, providing teachers with information they can use to
modify instruction and offer students direct and specific feedback.

Some studies (Gorlewski, 2008; Reed, 2012) specifically examined providing clear
learning objectives as an effective way for the teacher and learners to mutually concentrate on
the results of the data collection, leading to increased feedback. These researchers found that
when teachers collected data around these objectives and learning targets, and then provided
feedback, it was possible to give an authentic structure to the assessment process. In her study,
Reed documented her own journey as a coach for novice middle school teachers in

understanding the relationship between clearly communicated objectives and students’ learning
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and behavior in the classroom. In stating the learning objective upfront, she found that teachers
became more aware of the goal they were teaching their students and were able to establish
performance expectations for both themselves and their students in meaningful and clear ways.
Doing this also gave teachers access to specific information on what and how to follow up on
student learning. Similarly, Gorlewski (2008), with her planned formative assessment
opportunities, was able to provide helpful and meaningful feedback to correct any
misconceptions she observed for her middle school reading students. She also concluded that
formative assessments provided an exceptional opportunity for teachers to collect, analyze, and
use data in meaningful ways.

Noskin (2013), in his English classroom study, also mentioned data collection as a highly
effective tool. He used journal writing and teacher read-alouds and modeled ways to think about
and analyze texts meaningfully as data collection opportunities. Quizzes were also used as a way
to check on whether students understood what they were reading along the way. Similarly, Leahy
et al. (2005) reflected on their 2-year study where they introduced teachers, during a variety of
professional development workshops, to key ideas about assessment for learning. The methods
they introduced, similar to Noskin (2013), included a variety of data collection tools. These
researchers introduced and tracked teachers as they used methods such as: sharing learning
objectives in advance of learning; providing classroom discussions and questioning techniques to
improve understanding; giving students with student-friendly rubrics; and using exit slips to
assess student understanding quickly. According to these researchers, everything students did
was a potential source of information about how much students were understanding, such as

“conversing in groups, completing seatwork, answering and asking questions, working on
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projects, handing in homework assignments, even sitting silently and looking confused” (Leahy
et al., 2005, p. 19). All these researchers found that using a variety of data collection tools
improved the use of student data to modify teaching, support student learning, and increase
student involvement in the process.

Drives instruction. Studies have shown that formative assessment was an important tool
in instructional decision making that was better matched to student need. By using formative
assessment on a frequent basis during the learning process, teachers are able to make adjustments
in their teaching to put students at the center of their instructional decision making. As a result,
teaching is rooted in data and is used to make instructional decisions that ultimately match
student need—an important tenet of constructivist teaching practices.

In her classroom reflection, Gorlewski (2008) concluded that using formative assessment
allowed her to plan for an ongoing series of mini-lessons and quizzes that were more
methodically scaffolded to move students’ learning forward. Similarly, Noskin’s (2013)
classroom reflection included a realization that the formative assessment data he was collecting
allowed him to plan for instruction targeted to what students directly needed by using data to
plan for reteaching and small group instruction opportunities. Also, Frey and Fischer (2013)
reflected on their prioritization of assessment practices to make themselves as teachers more
actionable toward improving their students’ achievement in writing. They were committed to
“making our assessments truly drive instruction by conducting them during writing development,
rather than waiting for the final product” (p. 67). These researchers sought to improve their own
analysis of student writing for errors and misconceptions in order to reteach the material more

effectively and plan for small group instruction. For Frey and Fischer, articulating a clear
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purpose for each lesson and providing ongoing feedback represented a “profound shift in our
formative assessment practices, which were now happening almost every day, rather than just
when [students] submitted a draft writing assignment” (p. 68), making them practices that truly
drove their instruction.

Similarly, Leahy et al. (2005) highlighted that teachers who used formative assessment to
support learning took in the data they collected, analyzed the data, and made instructional
decisions in order to address the understandings and misunderstandings revealed by these
assessments. Teachers who used questioning as a data collection tool, for example, listened in on
student answers and decided on-the-fly whether or not to quickly review the material again or to
just work with the students who did not understand the concept. By using the evidence they
elicited through questioning, teachers were able to make instructional decisions that they
otherwise could not have made. Moreover, these researchers reported how teachers used
observations, questioning, or written responses to elicit evidence of student learning of a concept
or skill. Teachers used the data to plan the next day’s lesson as well as determine who they
needed to follow up with in relation to specific content. According to these researchers,
“[t]eachers using assessment for learning continually look for ways in which they can generate
evidence of student learning, and they can use this evidence to adapt their instruction to better
meet their students’ learning needs” (p. 23).

Summary. In sum, these studies showed the importance of formative assessment, using a
variety of tools, as an ongoing process that is closely accompanied by feedback. By making
formative assessment ongoing, academic improvements can be made along the way,

misconceptions can be clarified, and more emphasis can be put on student learning and learners
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themselves. The research on formative assessment provides possible methods teachers can use to
collect data in authentic ways in order to improve their instruction and feedback to match student
need. One visible limitation was that although these studies identified ways teachers can collect
meaningful data, what was not discussed was what specific changes teachers were able to make,
along with how they decided upon that change. Also missing was a discussion of the type of
follow-up instruction that was offered to students and what that follow-up instruction looked like
in content and format. These limitations make the need for a study of assessment practices
important to consider in action, what kinds of decisions teachers can make because of the data
collected, and what to include in the type of instruction delivered to students.

In the next section, I discuss studies that illustrate student involvement as an important
part of formative assessment. Recall that a constructivist approach suggests that teaching and
learning are student-centered and students need to take an active role in their learning,
highlighting the potential for a higher level of independence and success.

Student Involvement

Some studies have indicated that an important part of formative assessment is student
involvement in the process. Student involvement can raise the level of student progress and
independence in the learning that takes place, both important in a constructivist classroom. By
offering students targeted feedback during the learning process, students are able to make
adjustments in their learning and apply those changes immediately, thus having a direct impact
on their progress along with student independence.

For example, one of the goals of Frey and Fischer’s (2013) study was to have students

themselves use assessment feedback to improve their own achievement based on ongoing
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feedback. By giving targeted writing feedback to students along the way, they found that students
were able to make changes to their work before submitting their final draft. Students were able to
take on more responsibility for taking the feedback they were given and applying it to their work.

Other researchers highlighted the importance of identifying learning intentions up front
for students to help them become more involved in the formative assessment process. In her
study, Reed (2012) worked with novice middle school teachers in stating the learning objective
upfront so that students—and teachers—could establish performance expectations for
themselves. Student awareness of these objectives allowed them to guide their work and offered
teachers targeted ways to support student learning. This afforded students the opportunity to self-
assess, reflect on their progress, and set goals accordingly.

In sum, these studies showed how students can use information from formative
assessments to self-reflect, make improvements, and set goals toward which to work. When
given feedback, students were able to take on more responsibility by taking feedback and
applying it to their work. Also, by being aware of learning objectives upfront, students were able
to know where they were headed and use teacher feedback to self-assess and set goals towards
these objectives. Student awareness helped to encourage independence in readers through goal
setting and follow-through, making them active participants in their own learning. One visible
limitation was a lack of description of how teachers actually delivered the feedback to students.
Also missing was the frequency of the feedback and whether it was individualized in content and
format to meet students’ differing needs. This makes it difficult to replicate in actual classroom
practice as well as to make the case for more detailed research on actual classroom application.

Summary
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There is evidence in the literature to support formative assessment as an approach to
assessment in the constructivist classroom. However, some key gaps in this literature need to be
considered. First, the amount of research that is available for teachers, especially at the
elementary level, is limited. Second, literature specifically related to formative assessments
practices within a reading workshop is especially sparse. Both limitations make it especially hard
for elementary teachers to visualize what this would look like in actual classroom application
and, in turn, to implement some of the concepts. Third, most of the available literature found on
formative assessment and its implementation does not go into great depth about the process of
data collection, data analysis, and subsequent feedback and impact on instructional decisions.
The limited study of assessment processes within reading workshop calls for more study
surrounding them. Formative assessment gives us a framework for the kinds of practices that
might be occurring and provides an approach to study within reading workshop that can add
some theoretical foundation to the practices happening.

Conclusion

In this chapter, I defined the theoretical lens that guided this study and the approaches to
literacy instruction that I consider to be most effective. Reading workshop is an instructional
model that embodies the tenets of quality, constructivist practice in teaching literacy, and is a
model worthy of examination. The empirical literature on reading workshop, while not extensive,
highlights the ways that reading workshop is effective, particularly in its ability to offer student-
centered instruction that is matched to student need, in order to provide an interactive structure
that allows students to learn reading skills and strategies authentically within a socially situated

environment, and to incorporate a built-in assessment component that allows students and
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teachers an opportunity to evaluate progress and set goals accordingly. The reading workshop
literature, however, has been mainly focused on the evaluation of the model in order to provide
evidence for its efficacy and effectiveness. As I continue to discuss, implementation of this
model can be challenging and a closer study of the model in a classroom to gain insight into how
it works “in action” is warranted.

The constructivist approach does, in fact, make the case for particular kinds of
assessment practices that support student learning in important ways. The empirical literature on
formative assessment, while not extensive, highlights the ways that formative assessment is
effective, particularly in its ability to offer continuous opportunities for data collection,
reflection, and subsequent instructional decision making. This is based on the results creating
instruction to better match to student need, to embed itself into authentic activities already taking
place within classroom instruction, and to involve both the teacher and student in the process.
Theoretically, quality and focused assessment practices have a strong potential to enhance
student learning because they can offer teachers targeted information that can help them match
their instruction to student need more specifically. They also offer teachers the ability to collect
these data quickly and frequently to stay current and relevant. One of the limitations in the
reading workshop literature was that while it alludes to some of these assessment practices, the
focus has been to support reading workshop as a model, rather than to illuminate and examine in
more detail how assessment practices function in the reading workshop classroom. This kind of
study would help to better understand how assessment works within the reading workshop
model, but it would also help us better understand the challenges and struggles in this kind of

complex instructional enactment.
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In order to bolster and frame such an examination, there is an area of study within
assessment that derives from the constructivist theoretical base. This area is formative
assessment. I have made the case that by looking to formative assessment, we might better
understand some of the assessment practices that could occur in an effective reading workshop.
While no literature has specifically studied formative assessment within reading workshop with
these practices as the focus, the formative assessment literature provides a strong theoretical base
for thinking about assessment within reading workshop. I have discussed some of the limitations
of the formative assessment research, namely more specifics about what happens after the data
are collected, including the kinds of decisions teachers make as a result of the data, the follow-up
instruction that might occur, and details about the delivery and frequency of that follow-up. This
kind of study would help us better understand not only how the follow-up to the data results can
influence instruction and in what specific ways, but also how to better understand the challenges
and struggles in this kind of complex instructional enactment.

Constructivism as a theory of teaching and learning can offer educators a theoretical lens
through which to approach teaching and learning in a way that emphasizes the need for literacy
learning that is: active, authentic, socially constructed, and student-centered. This theoretical lens
also emphasizes the need for assessment that is ongoing and occurs within the context of
children’s learning. While research exists to support reading workshop and formative assessment
as approaches to instruction that fit within the constructivist paradigm, a need still exists for
empirical studies of actual classroom practice that specifically focus on reading workshop and

include assessment as a part of its structure.
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Chapter 3
Methods
The purpose of this study was to explore the lived classroom experiences of an
elementary teacher implementing the reading workshop structure as her primary approach to
literacy instruction and her potential assessment practices during this instructional time. To
accomplish this goal, this study focused specifically on the journey of one classroom teacher as
she worked to figure out what it means to use or not use assessment as a part of her reading
workshop instruction. The methodology included a thorough evaluation of the teacher’s actions,
justifications for those actions, and her own assessment of her experience throughout
implementation of the reading workshop.
Research Questions
My examination was guided by the following questions:
*  What does literacy instruction look like in practice for a teacher who is implementing
the reading workshop model of reading instruction?
*  What is occurring in the classroom when a teacher who uses reading workshop,
incorporates assessment practices within the reading workshop structure?
* How does the teacher use (or not use) assessments of her students in her instructional
decision making for reading workshop?
Research Design
Research Methodology
Qualitative research, as defined by Patton (2002), involves the researcher attempting to

understand the unique interactions in a particular situation. The purpose of qualitative research is
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not necessarily to predict what might occur in other similar situations, but rather to develop an
in-depth analysis of the characteristics and nuances of a particular condition. Several theoretical
perspectives guided the design of this study, including naturalistic inquiry, a constructivist
theoretical perspective, and a case study methodological approach.

Naturalistic inquiry. This study followed a constructivist theoretical perspective based
on a naturalistic inquiry strategic framework. Naturalistic inquiry allows for a “discovery-
oriented” approach that minimizes investigator manipulation of the study setting. It also places
no prior constraints on what the outcomes of the research will be (Guba, 1978). Instead, the
phenomenon of interest unfolds naturally in that it does not have a predetermined course
established by the researcher, such as what would occur in a laboratory or other controlled
setting. Observations take place in real-world settings and people are interviewed using open-
ended questions in places and under conditions that are comfortable for and familiar to them
(Patton, 2002).

The ability of qualitative data to describe a phenomenon richly is another important
consideration in study design. Because conversation-like interviews as a form of naturalistic
inquiry were preferred over questionnaires with predetermined response categories, both the
formal and informal interviews conducted with the participant utilized open-ended questions
geared towards gathering objective data about the participant’s experiences. Patton (2002) nicely
makes this point in the contrast between asking a participant, “Tell me about your experience in
the program” versus “How satisfied were you? Very, somewhat, little, not at all.” (p. 40).
Observation—along with document collection and analysis—also fit into the methodology of

naturalistic inquiry because this study was conducted within the natural setting of a classroom
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during the reading workshop block of instructional time. Any documents collected were ones that
the teacher used with her students during the reading workshop. This approach allowed the
formation of a more authentic picture of the actual implementation and practices of workshop
teaching, as well as the assessment processes the teacher used to support her teaching.
Constructivist theoretical perspective. Constructivism can be defined as a theory that is
based on observation and scientific study about how people learn. It asserts the thinking that
people construct their own understanding and knowledge of the world through experiencing
things and reflecting on those experiences. Guba and Lincoln (1989) presented that
constructivism supports the notion that phenomena can only be understood within the contexts in
which they are studied. Data that are derived from constructivist inquiry do not have special
status; instead, the data simply represent another outlook that can be considered in moving
towards consensus and understanding of the phenomena being studied. Constructivist researchers
have also maintained that truth is relative, that it is dependent on one’s perspective and is built
upon the premise of a social construction of reality (Baxter & Jack, 2008). Participants are able
to tell their stories and describe their views of reality through them, thus enabling the researcher
to understand more fully the participants’ actions (Baxter & Jack, 2008). The constructivist
paradigm also assumes reality, as we know it, is socially constructed through the meanings and
understandings that are developed socially and experientially. The impact of the researcher’s own
background and experiences is accepted and recognized under this paradigm, and constructivist
researchers are able to generate or inductively develop a theory or pattern of meanings
throughout the research process (Creswell, 2007). Creswell (2007) also reported that within this

worldview, “[i]ndividuals seek understanding of the world in which they live and work.
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Meanings are varied and multiple, leading the researcher to look for the complexity of views,
rather than to narrow the meanings into a few categories or ideas” (p. 20).

As the researcher, to hold true to this paradigm, it was necessary that I first generate a
theory or pattern of meaning attached to the complex experience of the participant with reading
workshop and assessment. I relied heavily on the participant’s views of the situation and keenly
observed the inner workings of the organically implemented reading workshop. Within a
constructivist paradigm, the researcher’s intent is to make sense of the individuals’
interpretations of their world, which are typically formed through their discussions and
interactions with others (Patton, 2002). The constructivist lens provided the foundation for this
research design, which then supported the three methods of data collection considered critical to
this work: namely, semi-structured individual interviews, objective observations, and
retrospective document collection and analysis.

Case study methodology. Yin (1984) defined the case study research method as “an
empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context; when
the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident; and in which multiple
sources of evidence are used” (p. 23). Consistent with the constructivist paradigm is the research
methodology of a case study approach to research design. Rigorous qualitative case studies allow
the researcher the opportunity to deeply explore and then describe a phenomenon. Baxter and
Jack (2008) suggested that case study methodology allows the researcher to “explore individuals
or organizations, simple through complex interventions, relationships, communities, or programs
and supports the deconstruction and the subsequent reconstruction of various phenomena”

(p. 544). A case study can be defined as consisting of a “bounded system” in which a certain
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phenomenon exists and can be studied for further insight or for a better and more complete
understanding of that particular phenomenon (Stake, 1988, p. 256). Case studies are appropriate
to use when the researcher is working to explain the 2Zow and why of a very specific phenomenon
of interest.

The value of this approach is in the in-depth understanding of a given bounded case that
can be achieved. Researchers can uncover details of a case’s unique circumstances, and the
subsequent analysis of results and the impact of the phenomenon of interest can be interpreted
according to that set of unique circumstances. “Case studies can be used to define both the
importance and impact of immediate interactions between different groups, roles, instructional
designs, or other factors in specific situations, depending on study research
questions” (Dawidowicz, 2011, p. 7). Case studies have the ability to produce rich descriptions
of a phenomenon, and the factors that may contribute to the complexity of the study can often be
elucidated (Yin, 2009).

Case study design. This study was a qualitative examination (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008)
using a single-case case study design. One elementary teacher was very closely observed during
the reading workshop instructional block in order to examine the how and why of reading
workshop and specifically what happens (or does not happen) with assessment during that
instructional block. One teacher in one classroom was observed across an entire semester. The
teacher and students were observed in action during the regularly scheduled reading workshop
block, which took place on differing days of the week. A total of 12 observation days were
spread across the 15-week semester, with exceptions made where deemed appropriate (e.g., to

see a process finished, conferences, etc.). Since case studies are an appropriate design when the
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research questions seek to “investigate a contemporary phenomenon in-depth and within its real
life context” (Yin, 2009, p. 18), interpersonal interactions and teaching decisions were closely
examined during this study. I was able to observe what was happening specifically during the
reading workshop instructional block of time, which allowed me to describe what reading
workshop and assessment looked like if and when they were brought together.

A single-case case study approach was the best approach for this particular study because
I was able to focus on one setting and use my energies to observe, question, watch for patterns,
and look to identify characteristics of when and if the teacher incorporated assessment as part of
her reading workshop. I was also able to look across a prolonged period of time at the same
instructor and the same learners as they worked together across a full semester. By focusing on
one classroom of students, [ was able to observe multiple meetings and decisions made with the
same students over time in order to understand what was happening during this time and why.
Employing a case study approach allowed me to explore this particular defined case “over time
through detail, [with] in-depth data collection involving multiple sources of information rich in
context” (Creswell, 1998, p. 61).

A single-case case study approach also allowed me to go into greater depth with the
phenomenon being studied—reading workshop—to include when and if a teacher brought
assessment into that instructional time. By having one teacher and one classroom of students on
which to focus my observational time, I could, for example, watch and notice what the teacher
did each week with her students and gain insight into the complexities of the assessment
circumstances and observe the particular details, results, and possible impact of the “if and

when” of assessment and the reading workshop. I was able to gain a comprehensive view and
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understanding of one teacher and classroom as the reading workshop journey unfolded. Using a
single-case case study approach for this research study offered the opportunity to, in the end,
provide an understanding of the lived classroom experiences (Patton, 2002) of the participant and
her students as related to reading workshop and assessment.
Research Setting

During the time of the study, I was employed as a literacy specialist in one of the
elementary schools where I collected data. However, in order to minimize bias, I collected data at
a school where I was not assigned to work. This meant that while I was familiar with the literacy
practices in the district because of my position, I was not intimately familiar with the teachers or
the day-to-day literacy teaching practices in the building where I completed data collection.

This district is home to three other elementary schools. In considering a site for my study,
I contacted three of these principals, each of whom I was personally familiar with in some
capacity. In each case, I inquired as to their willingness to allow me to observe one teacher on a
weekly basis across a semester. I received a positive response and invitation to observe from all
three principals. I made my final decision based on school size, under the assumption that a
larger elementary school would have available a larger pool of potential participants who fit my
selection criteria.

The setting of the research study was located in a suburban, Midwestern school district.
The population of this particular elementary school consisted of, at the time of the study, 599
enrolled students in Kindergarten through Grade 6. This population is mostly made up of White
middle-class families with a very small percentage of dual-language learners. Less than 10% of
the population is identified as qualifying for free and reduced lunch. The class sizes in this

district and in this particular elementary school range from 22 to 28 students.
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Participant selection criteria. The participant ultimately chosen for this research was a
teacher who had been implementing reading workshop in her classroom for at least 2 full school
years when this research project started. The district had recently adopted this model of literacy
instruction as their “mandated approach” to literacy instruction. Before this approach was
adopted, the school district had a variety of balanced literacy approaches to reading instruction,
but it did not have a mandatory base program for teachers to follow. Prior to the mandated
changes, some upper elementary teachers utilized literature circles as a basis for their reading
instruction; some primary classrooms used guided reading groups as the center of their reading
instruction; and in other classrooms reading was taught using one trade book for the whole class,
with instruction based off the selected text. Leveled books were available for teachers for use to
support whatever method of literacy instruction they chose to utilize.

In deciding upon a study participant, the teacher’s vested interest in the adoption and
implementation of this specific approach to teaching literacy was a critical factor. As with all
mandated curriculum decisions, there are differing levels of openness to change, especially
regarding the altering of instructional practices. For the purposes of this project, I considered it
important that the teacher be one who supported the mandatory curriculum change. Evidence to
support this was provided in the following ways: (a) the classroom library books had been sorted
by reading level; (b) at least some portions of the reading workshop model were implemented in
that teacher’s classroom the year it was optional in the district; (c¢) the teacher was identified by
her literacy specialist as someone who had aimed for strong adherence to the intended structure
of the reading workshop; and (d) the teacher was open to discussing her preferences regarding

implementation of reading workshop within her classroom.
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Participant recruitment process. The participant recruitment process was initiated by
requesting the literacy specialist from the selected elementary school to provide a list of three to
five teachers who could be identified as personally invested in the district-mandated curriculum
change based on the criteria detailed above. These individuals were then contacted directly and
informed of the opportunity to participate in the study. Meetings were then scheduled with those
who showed interest, at which teachers were fully informed of the study details. Specifically, the
study rationale, the participant’s role, and the risks and potential rewards of participation were
thoroughly described. Once the participant was chosen—the first teacher to respond after the
initial meetings were held —a formal letter of invitation (see Appendix A) was presented. At this
point, questions were reviewed, as were protocols and confidentiality documents. Finally, I was
able to agree with the participating teacher on a study schedule (for observations and interviews)
that was convenient for her.

Participant’s professional history. I conducted an initial interview which gave me an
opportunity to gather some background information, such as how many years the participant had
been teaching and for how long in her particular grade level at the time of the study. More
importantly, I was able to gather information about the participant’s philosophy and thinking
about workshop teaching. This first interview also gave me the opportunity to explore the story
behind the participant’s experiences with workshop teaching. Subsequent interviews and
informal conversations gave me scheduled opportunities to debrief the classroom observations
that had taken place, ask clarifying questions about what was observed, and have the teacher talk
about highlights and challenges related to the observation time. These interviews and informal
conversations gave me a chance to get to know the thinking and planning that went into

workshop teaching that I could not observe while the teacher was in action.
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At the time of study initiation, the participant ultimately chosen, Hope, had been a
teacher for 16 years. After college, she was immediately hired in an urban district to fill in for
someone who was not coming back. She was placed in a classroom setting where she would be
supporting students with emotional and behavioral difficulties, though she did not have
background training or experience with these types of students. After 18 months, she was
transferred mid-year to serve as an emergency replacement for a teacher who left without notice.
Hope now found herself in a regular education classroom full of first graders who she said were
“looking at [her] like, ‘What are you doing here and when are you leaving?’” (Interview #1,
10/5/14, p. 1). At that time, there were no leveled books and no math program, but there was a
basal reader! that she was told she must follow. By Christmas of the following year, Hope had
decided that this placement was not what she was looking for, and she decided to leave at the
winter holiday break. For a short time, she worked as a substitute teacher in a suburban district
closer to her home, and finally interviewed for and was offered a second grade classroom
position for the following year. At the time of the current study, 14 years later, Hope was still in
this same second grade position.

Data Collection and Analysis
Data Collection Methods

In qualitative research, the term validity refers to the trustworthiness of the study
findings, meaning whether the findings accurately reflect the situation, are supported by the
evidence obtained throughout the process, and whether the evidence was collected and analyzed
in a valid way that minimized bias. Many qualitative researchers use the method of triangulation

to establish and reconfirm the validity of their work. This is accomplished by analyzing a

1 Basal Reader: grade-leveled series of textbooks used to teach reading and associated skills to students.
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research question and the data from multiple perspectives (Patton, 2002). This approach was
taken in the current study, via the collection of various types of qualitative data. Interestingly,
Patton suggested that it is a common misconception that the goal of triangulation is for the
researcher to come to a consistent conclusion across the data sources. Instead, he argued that
these inconsistencies should be viewed instead as an opportunity to uncover deeper meaning in
the data. The collection of multiple data sources —which for this study included semi-structured
individual interviews, informal interviews, observations, and classroom artifacts —provided an
opportunity to triangulate the data, thus enhancing the trustworthiness and credibility of the study
results and conclusions (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

Semi-structured individual interviews. Formal interviews took place twice over the
course of the study—in September before the study began and once in the middle of the study. I
set a formal interview at the midpoint so I could have a checkpoint for the teacher and for myself
to discuss any questions either of us had and to give us an opportunity to evaluate how the
research was proceeding and whether any modifications needed to be made. After the second
formal interview, I decided more informal conversations directly following the observation
periods would be a more appropriate approach to data collection. This allowed me to ask
questions about decisions that were just made and student-teacher interactions that had taken
place only minutes before (see Appendix G for schedule). This allowed for more accurate
answers to the interviews because the process and events were fresh in Hope’s mind and she
could more vividly remember the details that she might have forgotten across days or weeks.
This strategy provided a clearer picture of why Hope made particular decisions as she
implemented the reading workshop model. Therefore, in addition to the two formal interviews,

seven such informal interview “discussions” were captured throughout the semester and were
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documented through field notes. I did not audiotape informal conversations in order to keep them
informal and conversation-like, especially since we were discussing teaching decisions Hope had
just made. I wanted her to feel comfortable in speaking as freely and openly as possible, and I
felt that having those conversations without taping them would make the experience as low-
pressure as possible.

The formal interviews were audiotaped. Each was approximately 1 hour in length and
followed a protocol that consisted of several key questions, which helped to define the areas to
be explored (see Appendix H for schedule). However, I designed the interviews to be flexible,
which allows either the interviewer or interviewee to diverge along any (relevant) topic in order
to pursue an idea or response in more detail. This approach facilitates the discovery or
elaboration of information that is important to participants but may not have previously been
recognized as pertinent by the researcher (Lincoln & Guba, 2000).

As Patton (2002) suggested, the purpose of the research interview is to explore the views,
experiences, beliefs, and/or motivations of individuals on specific matters. Choosing to
interview, formally and informally, as a part of this research project was essential because the
question guiding this study was primarily focused on gaining insight into and understanding of
what was occurring in Hope’s classroom within the reading workshop structure. The purpose of
the interviews was to use conversation, discussion, and questioning to captures insights into this
teacher’s decision-making and teaching practices with her students. With qualitative research
interviews, the researcher tries to understand something from the participant’s point of view and
uncover the meaning of the participant’s experiences. By interviewing the participant and

gathering rich interview data, [ was able to do this specifically through the lens of the questions
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guiding this study. I wanted to know what Hope was doing to determine what her students
needed, why she met with certain students and not others, and what she based her instructional
decisions on in guiding her reading workshop. These formal and informal interviews allowed
Hope to convey to me teaching situations that I observed from her own perspective and in her
own words. Qualitative methods, such as interviews, are believed to provide a deeper
understanding of social phenomena (Patton, 2002), and that was why they were employed within
this study design.

I began data collection with an in-depth initial interview in which I collected background
information about the teacher, asked questions to gain insights into her experiences with literacy
teaching over time, and discussed her general views on the reading workshop structure. This
allowed me to understand her experiences in implementing this structure over the first 2 years of
the district mandate. It also provided baseline information on how she perceived assessment and
how she saw herself implementing assessment within the reading workshop structure. It clarified
precisely what informed her instructional decision making and what challenges she experienced
in implementing the program. We also discussed her goals and expectations for the
implementation of reading workshop and associated assessment practices for the then-current
school year.

Observations. Observation “entails the systematic noting and recording of events,
behaviors, and artifacts (objects) in the social setting chosen for study” (Olsen, 2012, p. 98).
Classroom studies such as this one involve recording actions and interactions that occur within
the setting. The researcher generally initiates qualitative inquiry with broad areas of interest.

Unobtrusive observation is an important method in qualitative inquiry because it can reveal
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complex interactions within a natural social setting (Olsen, 2012). Through observation,
researchers can also uncover factors that are important for a thorough understanding of the
research problem, but that were perhaps unknown when the study was designed. It is because of
this that observation becomes critical because what we learn from participant observation can
help us interpret results, in conjunction with other methods, like interviews, as well. It can also
be critical in adapting methodology when necessary—such as modifying question design if one
approach is unsuccessful—to improve understanding of the phenomenon being studied.

Observations for the present study occurred on a near-weekly basis (on varying days of
the week) during the regularly scheduled reading workshop time. A total of 12 observations (see
Appendix F) occurred across the semester. These observations provided me with a sense of the
everyday workings of the reading workshop and its assessment opportunities, uses and non-uses,
and the teacher’s and students’ engagement in assessment (or lack thereof).

According to Bogdan and Biklen (1982), field notes should be both descriptive and
reflective. For this research, the descriptive portion consisted of detailed accounts of the subjects
and settings, the actual verbatim dialogue of the participants when possible, and description of
the events and activities taking place. The reflective nature of the notes was found in the ongoing
analysis. For instance, reflective notes were used to speculate on patterns and themes or to
evaluate the appropriateness or validity of interview questions as the research process
progressed. For this work, field notes were collected during observations, and the notes included
detailed, concrete descriptions of what was being observed. These notes were compiled into three
columns to help categorize the note-taking. The columns consisted of: (a) the actual observation,

(b) an analysis of the observation, and (c) my personal reaction to the observation. Field notes
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were written up first on my three-column note-taking page and then typed up in full detail
immediately following the observation visit. Field note write-ups were repeatedly revisited, in a
thorough search for patterns and relationships. This protocol allowed for changes or
modifications in the data collection procedures if necessary (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 2011).

Observations, and the field notes and informal conversations that stemmed from these
observations, were an important part of this qualitative study. The observations allowed me to
gain a better understanding of the context and phenomenon under study (DeWalt & DeWalt,
2002). The data I collected helped to support the later analysis of my research questions and
offered authentic documentation to support any themes or patterns that emerged from the data.

Informal post-observation conversations. Following seven of the 12 observations, a
secondary, informal conversation was held with the teacher. In these sessions, I asked follow-up
questions and requested clarification of unclear points noted during the preceding observation
period. This experience provided the chance to ask questions while the observation was still
fresh, and gave Hope the opportunity to discuss and explain her interpretation of what just
happened during the workshop time. This was also a time when Hope could ask me questions
about the study or what I had observed. These conversations were held privately, and although I
always gave Hope the opportunity to opt out of these, she always chose to partake in them. This
told me that she felt comfortable talking to me about what was happening in her classroom and
was confident in the confidentiality of our informal conversations.

Documents. The artifacts collected in this study included teacher’s anecdotal conferring
notes—which were akin to a class grid with boxes labeled with students’ names—on which the
teacher recorded notes while observing her readers. The assessments that the teacher conducted

across the semester as well as the student goal pages (on which students and Hope recorded goals
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for the reading unit), and resources students had in their literacy binder were also included in the
documentation. One document included some conferring note-taking forms, which was the
evidence that the teacher recorded down as a result of the meeting with a student or students
during the reading workshop, usually written on a piece of paper or sticky note. Another
document included records of instruction planning or decisions written down in conferring notes
that were the result of observations of students by the teacher or conversations the teacher had
with her students. These data were collected during the teachers’ scheduled reading workshop
time. However, it is important to note that before collecting any student data, I sent a consent
form home (Appendix D) to parents and also asked participating students to fill out a student
assent form (Appendix C). Data were collected only from students who personally agreed and
whose parents/guardians consented. Twenty-one out of 22 students and parents/guardians
consented. No pressure was given to parents or students to participate, and it was made clear that
it was their choice throughout the entire research study. For the few student pieces collected, a
copy of the artifact was made immediately and the student name was blacked out in order to de-
identify the document and fully support the confidentiality of the student participants. This was
particularly important as the focus of this study was not student achievement or student learning
at the level of the individual. This procedure also facilitated the timely return of the original
document back to the teacher or student.

An important part of the reading workshop model is to meet with readers during
independent reading time. Teachers do this because they can then monitor what their readers are
engaged in and figure out what instruction each student might need next to continue to grow as a

reader. For instance, a student may need to work on word accuracy, reading speed, or
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understanding/interpreting the text. Since the reading process is generally an internal
undertaking, the majority of the processes are invisible to the observer. Therefore, written
artifacts can sometimes be helpful in making the individual reader’s process more visible. This
can also help the teacher assess a student’s strengths and weaknesses, allowing her to better help
her young readers grow in their skill level. Student work was included in documents of interest
for this study for three reasons: (a) the teacher potentially based her decisions on those artifacts;
(b) she planned one-on-one or small group work surrounding the information the artifacts
provided; and (c) student goal setting was based on such student artifacts. Moreover, if the
teacher used student work as a way to assess her readers, it was critical to collect representative
samples to aid in data analysis and interpretation.
Data Analysis

Bogdan and Biklen (1982) defined qualitative data analysis as “working with data,
organizing it, breaking it into manageable units, synthesizing it, searching for patterns,
discovering what is important and what is to be learned, and deciding what you will tell
others” (p. 145). Descriptive, interpretive, and theoretical analysis were employed in this study.

Descriptive analysis. For this study, I began with a provisional start-list of codes derived
from the conceptual framework of the project and informed by my experience as a literacy coach
who supported teachers who were newly implementing reader’s workshop. These start codes
included: student-teacher conversations, teacher note taking, and assessment of readers. From
this start-list, I analyzed my observational field notes and interview and informal conversation
transcripts in order to inductively generate a full list of emergent codes that came from the

collected data. Throughout the coding process, analytic memos (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) were
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generated and used to continually refine codes, improve the specificity of the content categories,
and highlight the differences between coding categories.

Open coding is the initial provisional work done on an unrestricted basis to produce
concepts that seem to fit the data (Strauss, 1987). After transcribing the data, I carefully read
them line by line in order to divide the data into meaningful analytical units and generate the
concepts that fit to the collected data. Meaningful segments were appropriately coded. During
this initial coding, a master list of the developing codes was maintained and used throughout the
study. The codes were then applied to new segments of data each time an appropriate segment
was encountered. This was performed on an ongoing basis across the semester (see Appendix E).
Miles, Huberman, and Saldana (2014) suggested that researcher’s analysis happens concurrently
with data collection because it “helps the field-worker cycle back and forth between thinking
about the existing data and generating strategies for collecting new, often better, data” (p. 71). I
started with this process of line-by-line open coding of the transcripts of data, followed by a
complete identification of the codes within the written transcripts.

Interpretive analysis. After the initial open coding was completed, the concepts and
categories defined in the initial coding were used in a thorough re-read of the transcripts. I did
this to confirm that the concepts and categories generated did in fact accurately represent the
data, as well as to explore how these concepts and categories may have been related to each other
(Strauss, 1987). Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) comparative technique was utilized to develop
categories or themes while examining the coded transcripts, with a goal to identify and create
overarching categories into which the data could be grouped. Guba and Lincoln (1981)
recommended developing these next categories around three guidelines: the frequency with

which a participant speaks to a topic or theme, the uniqueness of a particular category, and the
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quality of the contribution of a category to the research question. This process was undertaken
with observation and interview data several times across the semester, with an aim to avoid
leaving all broad analyses until the end of the data collection process. Therefore, for this study,
coding was an iterative process where themes and concepts were compared and contrasted in
order to identify similarities and differences across the data (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) on an
ongoing basis.

Theoretical analysis. After the study data were fully coded, my analysis revealed a
framework of patterns and contrasts within the data set. How the data fit together and how (and
whether) they answered and related back to my original research question were carefully
considered. This involved exploring more fully the categories used in analyzing the data,
uncovering patterns, identifying relationships between categories, and testing categories against
the full set of data (Bradley, 1993). When presenting the content analysis results, I focused on
balancing description with interpretation. Description, of course, gives readers important
background and context in which to situate the study’s results, and therefore description needs to
be rich and thick (Denzin, 1989). Since qualitative research is fundamentally interpretive, this
part represented my personal and theoretical understanding of the phenomenon. My qualitative
research report should provide a “sufficient description to allow the reader to understand the
basis for an interpretation, and sufficient interpretation to allow the reader to understand the
description” (Patton, 2002, pp. 503-504).

Ethical Considerations and Confidentiality

One of the challenges of a single-case case study research project is the difficulty in

keeping the participant, research setting, and data confidential. One confidentiality struggle arose

because the nature of this type of research included transcribed interviews and examples from
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documents from the specific classroom that could identify the teacher. Because of the in-depth
nature of a case study, even when names were changed and identifying information altered,
information can sometimes still be linked back to the participant. Participant demographic data
as well as that of the participating school were collected; however, the participants’ names and
the name of the school and district where the research was conducted were all represented by
pseudonyms on data forms and in the study report. The community, school district, and the state
from which the data were reported were also not specifically identified. All of the recorded
conversations, written transcripts, observational notes, and any documents collected remained in
my custody throughout the study in a locked filing cabinet in my home. These data were made
available to the teacher during the study and will be available to her for up to 5 years after the
completion of the study.

As reported earlier, before the start of the study, the teacher was given an Informed
Consent Form (see Appendix B) which made clear that she could choose to withdraw at any
time. | ensured and reiterated that the data collected for this project would never be made
available for anyone else in the district and would not be used in an evaluative way. Before
observations began, a parental consent form along with a student assent form (see Appendices C
and D) were given to students in the class, in the event that documents from those students were
included as part of the data set involved in this study. These forms made clear that a parent or
student may choose at any time to withdraw from the study and choose whether to give their
permission for the reading response work of the student to be used as a part of this study. Only

one parent and student declined participation in the study; therefore, I informed Hope of this, and
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she assisted in monitoring the data that were collected to ensure that student’s work was not used
as a part of the study.

The fact that this study was performed in the same district in which I worked may be
viewed as a conflict, simply because of the connection I had to the district and the school.
Therefore, discussions were held to schedule observation and interview times and if the
participant wanted to have any other discussions about the study, an additional time was set up at
the location of the participant’s choosing so confidentiality could be maintained to the greatest
extent possible. Even though Hope’s co-workers and supervisors knew me, I was not in her
building on a daily basis or responsible for providing close professional development for her
building, her team, or her individually. Therefore, my being a part of the same district was low-
risk for both of us. The benefits of this study in adding to the literature on reading workshop and
assessment practices, as well as adding to future possible professional development opportunities
for Hope and the district where we both happen to work, far outweigh the risk of the possible
conflict that might be considered because of my connection.

Lastly, it is important here to cycle back to my decision to “live with” a teacher who has
demonstrated an invested interest in this mandated change. By observing, talking to, and
collecting data from a person who was demonstrating an interest in this instructional model that
could be categorized as more than just following along with the mandate suggests a potential for
openness and a willingness to learn. The process of data collection and talking about her practice
was hopefully viewed as positive and non-threatening. It was also important to be conscious in
any interviews and conversations with the teacher, as well as in my final report, to focus on the

practices used and decisions made by the teacher, and to discuss their effects on instructional
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decision making, instead of bringing in any evaluative language or judgment. My purpose was to
examine and explore the lived experiences of a classroom teacher as she worked to navigate this
curricular mandate. My purpose was not to evaluate her teaching and I worked to make this clear
by continually assuring Hope, in each conversation we had and in her continued access to my
field notes and interview transcripts, that I was only interested only in determining how reading
workshop was implemented and assessment was incorporated. I was in no way evaluating her
approach to workshop teaching and/or the instructional decisions she made.

Role of the Researcher

One characteristic of qualitative research and case study method in particular is that the
primary instrument for data collection and analysis is the researcher herself. Because of this, it is
critical for researchers to identify their own biases, limitations, and views throughout the entirety
of the project. This requires consideration of these factors throughout the data collection,
analysis, interpretation, and reporting phases of the research process. Qualitative research
assumes that the researcher’s biases and values impact the outcome of any study (Merriam,
1998). Qualitative researchers are responsible for mitigating their biases by stating them
explicitly and fully at the very onset of the study.

My role in this research project was unique. At the time of the study, [ was working as a
literacy specialist in the district where I conducted this research. I worked in one of the four
elementary schools in that district, and my job responsibilities required working with teachers to
provide professional development in the areas of reading and writing instruction using a
workshop approach to teaching. I supported the teachers in my building as they implemented the

workshop approach to literacy instruction, and I was directly involved in the teaching that took
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place in those classrooms. I was frequently invited by the teachers to come to the classrooms in
order to model mini-lessons, conference with students, and work with small groups. On
occasion, I was also asked to observe the teachers teaching and provide them with non-
evaluative feedback to help them grow as professionals.

Because I worked so closely with the teachers in the building in which I was the literacy
specialist, I chose to observe a second grade classroom in one of the other three elementary
buildings. I chose to do this because I was not aware of what professional development she had
been exposed to in her building on a biweekly basis, nor did I know this classroom teacher’s
students, as I would have for teachers in the building where I worked as a literacy specialist. In
this way, [ was better be able to “separate” myself from the rest of what was happening in the
school and classroom, and could focus on just that particular portion of the classroom activities
and teacher-student interactions. It is important to note that I did also work with the other literacy
specialists to provide district-wide professional development, which included the participant.
However, when we had district-wide inservice days, the audience included all Kindergarten
through Grade 6 teachers. Therefore, the audience was always very large, so my interactions with
small groups of teachers were very limited. Since I knew the grade level of the study teacher, I
opted to meet and work with grade levels that did not include my participant’s grade level if we
had any professional development that was not a whole group presentation. This further helped
me to keep lines separate between my researcher role and my job role.

It is also important to point out that literacy teaching using the workshop approach is an
approach in which I have extensive training as well as first-hand experience. Before becoming a

literacy specialist, | was a classroom teacher. In that capacity, | taught literacy using the reading
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workshop approach, and therefore have an invested interest in it along with a strong belief
system in its use and effectiveness with students. This is not to say that when I was a classroom
teacher, or while I am currently working as a literacy specialist, I am perfect in its
implementation or that I consider myself an expert in this approach to literacy instruction.
However, it is important to identify this part of my background, since this knowledge and
experience would necessarily impact observation, data analysis and interpretation, and the
possible view of readers that I might be biased in this study and not able to be critical of the
model. To mitigate this, I specifically chose to observe and examine the independent reading
portion of this instructional time in part because this is the area in which I continue to push
myself to improve. I am continually exploring the how and why of bringing reading workshop
and formative assessment together. This aspect of the workshop can be difficult for teachers to
navigate and is therefore utilized to varying levels of effectiveness. I wanted to know what is
happening during this period of time and what happens when these two instructional models are
potentially brought together, not only for my own growth and understanding as a workshop
teacher, but also so I can help other educators grow and understand it as well.

According to Adler and Adler (1994), researcher membership roles can range from
complete membership in the group being studied (an insider), to being a complete stranger (an
outsider). Insider researchers choose to study a group to which they feel they belong, while
outsider researchers do not belong to the group under study. For the purpose of this research, I
feel I took on both the insider and the outsider roles. In the former role, I was very familiar with
the teaching methodology which I investigated. I was also an insider in that I conducted research

in the district where I worked and it involved observing a teacher who was part of the district-
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wide professional development that I helped plan and deliver. On the other hand, I played an
outsider role because I conducted the study in a school where I did not work on a daily basis.
Additionally, I was an outsider to the members of the classroom; I was not an integral part of the
classroom instruction either before or during the study. I was an observer and generally did not
get involved in the day-to-day practices that [ witnessed.

In this study, I ran the risk of being viewed by my participant as an “expert” because of
the role I had in the district. This role might have caused the participant intimidation or anxiety
about being “right” in her instructional decisions and delivery. All this made this research project
complicated and unique, and placed a large emphasis on the importance of researcher and
participant confidentiality while making observations, conducting and transcribing interviews
and informal conversations, and collecting artifacts. I worked to mitigate this possible anxiety by
making sure I reassured Hope of the study’s purpose. As well, I kept the study’s purpose at the
forefront of my data collection work. I needed to be mindful of only writing down what I was
observing or what Hope was saying during interviews or informal conversations and not allow
my opinions to enter when I collected, analyzed, and reported on the data.

There are both advantages and disadvantages to being an insider researcher. Bonner and
Tolhurst (2002) identified three advantages, including: (a) having a greater understanding of the
culture being studied, (b) not altering the flow of social interaction unnaturally, and (c) having an
established intimacy that promotes both the telling and the judging of truth. They also
maintained that insider researchers hold insight into how the place works, the politics and the
hierarchy of power, and the inner workings of the institution in which the data are being

collected. Being partly an insider in this research project meant that I already had some
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knowledge about how the school worked and processes within the school and inside the
classroom; this knowledge might have taken an outside researcher a long time to acquire. I was
also well-informed on the research topic. Along with this knowledge could have come a bias for
what I thought I might see while observing in the classroom. I was conscious of avoiding the trap
of writing down only what might fit into predetermined themes and categories. Instead, I
remained open to unexpected trends that could have emerged throughout the research process.
By reminding myself of the study purpose before each visit, writing field notes that matched
exactly what I was observing, and continually analyzing the data through the research questions
that guided this study, I was able to check my biases in the research process.

Being an insider researcher has disadvantages as well. Greater familiarity with the
research setting or research topic can lead to a loss of objectivity. It can also be difficult to
manage the insider role and the researcher role. I needed to be very aware and deliberately
conscious of when I was in the researcher role and when I was not. The choice of conducting the
study in a building other than the one in which I worked greatly helped to achieve this goal. In
geographically separating myself from the research site and my “other life” as a literacy
specialist in the same district where I was collecting data, I was able to separate my work as a
researcher and the work I did for my job.

Another risk that I considered prior to study initiation was the possibility of coming
across sensitive information, such as if the participant was struggling with any part of the
curricular mandate, how she felt about the administration on a building or district level
(specifically how they handled the roll-out and teacher expectations for the curricular change), or

opinions about the literacy leadership on her grade-level team, in her building, or even within the
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district. In this regard, I needed to remain aware of the possible effects of any perceived bias |
might have in my data collection and analysis. I needed to be mindful that I might hear sensitive
information of which I was not in favor. I needed to be aware of any emotional reactions or
biases that might arise. I also needed to make sure I was not allowing my opinions to enter my
analysis or reporting of the data. Instead, I needed to be mindful and conscious of allowing the
data to tell the story.
Conclusion

In this chapter, I presented the study purpose and research questions, laid out the study
design along with data collection and analysis methods, and provided a discussion about ethical
considerations and confidentiality as they applied to this study. I employed a qualitative single-
case case study approach in this research study. My purpose was to observe reading workshop
along with potential assessment practices during this instructional time. Studying one classroom
across time provided me with an opportunity to study in-depth reading workshop in action across
an extended period of time. This provided me with rich, detailed data, collected from multiple
meetings with the same teacher and group of students. Using a single-case case study approach
for this research study offered the opportunity to provide a detailed understanding of the
phenomena being studied: reading workshop and assessment. In the next chapter, I provide
readers with a descriptive account of how the teacher chosen for this project and the study setting
was already exhibiting many constructivist practices at the time of this study. I include detailed
information that will help the reader visualize the study setting and the instructional practices

happening in Hope’s classroom.
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Chapter 4
The Story of the Data
Introduction

As outlined in Chapter 2, constructivist teaching and learning suggest that learning is an
active process; learning can be scaffolded and tailored to meet students where they are in
learning a particular skill; assessment practices are constructed such that the information is
gathered during the learning process and is used directly to improve the quality or match of the
instruction; and learning is authentic. Therefore, the next two chapters have two important
purposes: (a) to highlight and detail how the teacher chosen for this project and the study setting
were already exhibiting many constructivist practices at the time of this study, and (b) to show in
the findings how, by using formative assessment practices, the teacher was able to support and
enhance these teaching and learning practices.

This chapter supports the first purpose. To do this, I first describe in depth some aspects
of the study classroom. I include detailed information about the teacher, Hope, and the classroom
environment. This information highlights why the teacher and study setting that were chosen for
this research project were optimal in order to examine the nuances and details of reading
workshop in action in the classroom. Next, I describe in depth the teacher’s reading workshop
schedule, a detailed schedule of one of the days I observed reading workshop in Hope’s
classroom, and the data collection methods I observed Hope using during my time in her
classroom. Describing the teacher’s data collection methods is important because it suggests two
important qualities about Hope, her instruction, and her classroom environment: (a) she knew

that she needed to collect data on her readers, and (b) she understood that collecting these data
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during authentic reading situations might yield her more accurate and in-the-moment data. All
sections of this chapter are meant to give the reader a close-up picture of the inner workings of
an elementary reading workshop classroom in order to set the stage for the data analysis which is
presented in Chapter 5.

In order to provide some background and context for readers who are less familiar with
reading instruction, I begin this chapter with definitions of key terms related to reading
workshop. This will situate the reader in the terms and concepts related to reading workshop so
that the detailed description of the classroom and the teacher’s practices and activities as well as
those of the students will make more sense.

Unit of Study: A reading unit focused on a particular group of skills and strategies. Units
span across 5 to 6 weeks of teaching. Each day of the unit of study incorporates a mini-lesson
with a teaching point focused on the unit goals in order to build a repertoire of skills and
strategies across the unit.

Mini-Lesson: The mini-lesson takes place in the first 7 to 10 minutes of the reading
workshop time. It is commonly broken down into four parts: the connection, the teach, the active
engagement, and the link (Calkins, 2015).

Connection: This part of the mini-lesson is meant to set the stage for the day’s learning.
In the connection, the teacher can choose to tell a little story about a time when she used this
strategy, or can review past learning, or can offer a metaphor that the students can then connect
to the learning after the lesson is over. This part of the mini-lesson is only meant to be 1 to 2

minutes long (Calkins, 2015).
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Teaching Point: This part of the mini-lesson occurs when the teacher explicitly states
what she will be teaching during that day’s lesson. The language commonly used for this part is:
“Readers, today I want to teach you . . . ” and the language that follows offers students the focus
of a skill, a strategy for how to carry out that skill, and a purpose for the skill itself. The language
is specific and consistent to cue readers to listen carefully to the next statement, because that is
the main teaching focus for the lesson. This part usually lasts around 1 minute (Calkins, 2015).

Teach: This part of the mini-lesson occurs when the teacher demonstrates the teaching
point for students. The teacher usually chooses to do this in a text, perhaps a picture book, a
portion of a chapter book, a poem, a chart, or a song, and can choose a text with which students
either familiar or unfamiliar. Her goal is to make visible and transparent how students can apply
the teaching point to their own reading. During this time, the teacher focuses heavily on thinking
aloud exactly what she is doing as a reader so that the students can conceptualize how it might
look to put this strategy into practice. Language commonly used by the teacher during this time
includes: “Watchme as I ... ” or “Did you see how I just . ..” and then she gives a detailed
account of what she is about to do or what she just did as a reader. This part of the mini-lesson
usually lasts around 3 minutes (Calkins, 2015).

Active Engagement: This is the part of the mini-lesson when students are given a chance
to try out the strategy the teacher just modeled for them in the teach portion of the mini-lesson.
Language commonly heard in this part includes: “Now it is your turn to giveitatry...” or
“Students, now it’s your turn . . . 7 and then the teacher details out the steps the readers should
take as she reads aloud more of the text or asks students to try this out in the text they brought to

the carpet. She might also have them turn to their partner to explain how they might try this
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when off doing their own reading. Students can do this on their own, but are commonly asked to
try the strategy out with their reading workshop partner who is assigned to them by the teacher.
Usually this partner is of like reading ability so if they practice in one of the texts that the student
has brought to the carpet, they are trying things out as if they would need to apply them on their
own. This part of the mini-lesson usually lasts around 3 minutes (Calkins, 2015).

Link: This part of the mini-lesson occurs when the teacher offers one last reminder to
students before they go off to read on their own and with partners. It is a time for the teacher to
invite students to add whatever the teacher taught that day to their repertoire of reading strategies
(Calkins, 2015).

Mid-Workshop Teaching: Half-way through the independent reading time, the teacher
stops the students during their reading, has them look at her, and then teaches them for a few
minutes; this teaching could include a reminder, highlight a student’s work, and lift the level of
the mini-lesson teaching point from the day by adding a part to it or by approaching it from a
different angle or by giving an additional tip for students to try (Calkins, 2015)

End of Workshop Share: At the very end of reading workshop, the teacher calls students
together. Sometimes they stay in their reading spots or they can even come back to the meeting
area to reflect on the day in reading workshop. This part of the reading workshop, usually lasting
around 5 minutes, can be spent in a variety of ways (Calkins, 2001). The teacher might choose to
highlight a student’s or partnership’s work, especially if it reflects that day’s mini-lesson
teaching. The teacher might also choose to review the day’s mini-lesson and give a preview of

tomorrow’s work, or ask the students to do something with the book they are reading, such as jot
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a prediction on a post-it note or go back and find the problem in their story and mark it or think
about it more (Calkins, 2015).

Anchor Charts: These charts are an important part of reading workshop. The idea is to
document the thinking processes related to a particular learning experience. As students learn
new strategies, these are added to the anchor chart. The anchor charts are created during mini-
lessons and can