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Abstract 

The No Child Left Behind Act mandates that all students be proficient in reading 

by 2013.   Researchers and practitioners alike have noticed that Hmong students do not 

achieve as well as their monolingual peers and other bilingual students. Linguistic factors 

alone do not account for this discrepancy, but rather a number of sociocultural factors are 

likely at work (Au, 1998). The current two-part mixed methods study is designed to 

explore factors of reading development and proficiency of fourth grade Hmong students 

in one large, urban school district. Part one of this study explores the reading proficiency 

of fourth grade Hmong students through a quantitative analysis of standardized reading 

assessment scores. I determine what percentage of Hmong students are reaching 

proficiency standards using frequency data and complete one-way analysis of variance to 

compare Hmong students with other linguistic groups.  Part two of this study utilizes case 

study method to explore the relationship between oral language, reading proficiency and 

self-perceptions of ten fourth grade Hmong students. I selected five students who were 

reading at a fourth grade level and five students who were reading below grade level. I 

complete oral language assessment, reading assessment, interviews and classroom 

observations. I analyzed the data at the group level (at and below grade level) to 

determine discrepancies in performance. I also analyzed data at the individual level to 

create six profiles of reading proficiency. It is important that as teachers and researchers 

we learn all we can about how to assess and support oral language skills, reading 

proficiency and uncover the complex identities of Hmong students.    
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

In her Hmong family memoir Kao Kalia Yang, a Hmong-American author, 

describes her own struggle with oral language (Yang, 2008). Yang’s teacher indicated in 

red ink on her essay, “Kao is not so bad at all. She is getting something with the 

language. Surely she is getting something on the page. The problem is she won’t speak 

it” (p. 149). The relationship between oral language and reading skills is extremely 

difficult for teachers and researchers to understand. Further, the teacher described above 

is neglecting an important aspect of language and reading proficiency, Yang’s own 

perceptions of development. Researchers and practitioners alike have noticed that Hmong 

students do not achieve as well as their monolingual peers and other bilingual students. 

Hmong students are disadvantaged educationally and not making adequate achievement.  

Results of the National Assessment of Education Progress (NAEP) indicate that 

70% of fourth grade English language learners (ELLs) perform below even partial 

mastery of the prerequisite knowledge and skills fundamental for proficient work in 

reading (Lee, Grigg, & Donahue, 2007). According to the U.S. Census Bureau (2000), 

there are nearly 100,000 Hmong students in our schools. In comparison to other Asian 

cultural groups, Hmong students are more likely to live in poverty (nearly 38%) and less 

likely to be successful in school (59.6% of Hmong adults have less than a high school 

education) (Reeves & Bennett, 2004). Though educational attainment figures might be 

deceiving due to the recent immigration of many Hmong adults, it is problematic because 

Hmong students are navigating an educational system that is unfamiliar to their parents. 
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The Hmong students that are in the U.S. educational system now represent a mix: some 

who came here before the start of kindergarten and some who are second or third 

generation (their parents or grandparents immigrated here). Though high numbers of 

Hmong students are centered in California, Wisconsin and Minnesota, these students 

represent a proportionately large linguistic group in the United States and must be 

attended to research and practice. No state or district educational data was found that 

shows how Hmong students are performing on reading assessments.  

Reporting assessment scores for various linguistic groups is complex. The 

markers used to indicate home language and ELL status are assigned to students when 

they begin school. The primary purpose of an ELL designation is to receive English as a 

second language (ESL) services. If students demonstrate a level of English proficiency 

they do not qualify for ELL status. The school-aged population of Hmong students 

consists of students who have a home language of Hmong and have ELL status and 

students who have a home language of Hmong who do not have ELL status. This 

complexity may be, in part, why Hmong students’ reading assessment scores have not 

been reported at the state or district level.  

The notion that Hmong students are not succeeding academically could be 

explained by social and linguistic factors. Success in American schools demands 

proficiency in oral and written language skills. English and Hmong are languages with 

very different structures. These structural differences might affect Hmong students 

learning to read and write in English. Social factors such as immigration, the constant 



 

 3 

search and struggle with written language, and knowledge and understanding of the 

educational system may also contribute to Hmong students’ performance in schools.  

Brief History of Hmong & Access to Written Language 

The Hmong struggle for literacy and access to reading instruction began well 

before they came to the United States. Historically, Hmong did not have a written 

language. Duffy (2000) explains a story that describes that lack of written language:  

Hmong legends speak of a time when the Hmong had their own king, their own 

lands, and their own original Hmong alphabet. In wars against the Chinese, the 

legends assert, the Hmong king was killed, his family butchered and great 

numbers of Hmong people driven south. In the course of their escape, the Hmong 

book, the metonym for the Hmong alphabet and knowledge of writing, fell into 

the waters of the Yellow River and was lost. Or it was eaten by horses as the 

Hmong slept, exhausted from their flight. Or it was eaten by the Hmong 

themselves, who were starving. (p. 237) 

The Hmong story I will recount here begins in the 19th century with persecution 

from the Chinese government. Because of persecution from the Chinese, the Hmong were 

forced to live in the mountains. Even in the absence of their own written language, the 

Hmong did not learn to read and write in Chinese. There are many possible reasons for 

why the Hmong did not adopt the Chinese writing system: (1) geographical isolation, (2) 

the farming of maize, or (3) political and social rejection of Chinese culture, including 

use of oral and written Chinese (Duffy, 2000). When military pressure from China 

increased, the Hmong people began migrating to Southeast Asia where they established 
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their own culture and lives as they had before in China without the aid of written 

language.  

Survival took on prime importance for the Hmong people. Many Hmong were so 

focused on their continued existence that even when schooling was an option they did not 

take advantage of it. As a result of French colonialism, schools were established in Laos 

in the 19th century. These schools were only accessible to the elite Laotians and once 

again Hmong were denied access to education. Patterns of schooling that are 

discriminatory to Hmong in Laos are present at this time. When Hmong students were in 

school, they were expected to use Laotian; Hmong students were instructed in a language 

other than their own, and often could not speak, read or write in the language of 

instruction. Duffy (2000) explains the importance of literacy: 

Beyond its material significance, literacy had a psychological value. Literacy and 

education were seen as means by which the Hmong might achieve a measure of 

respect from the majority Lao, some of whom, as we have seen, regarded the 

Hmong as inferiors. Learning to read and write was not only an escape from the 

punishing manual labor of agricultural life, but it was also a statement of equality, 

a way of asserting the social and intellectual quality of Hmong with the Lao 

people. (p. 244) 

In the 1960’s, Hmong student enrollment began to increase in Laotian schools just 

as the United States began bombing of the Laotian highlands. In the midst of a war, 

Hmong once again, were thrust into survival mode. In the 1970’s many young Hmong 
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were no longer sent to school, they were sent to battle. Without a home to return to, many 

Hmong made their way to the refugee camps in Thailand and Vietnam.  

Life in Refugee Camps. The Hmong population represented in my current study 

came primarily from the relocation camp Wat Thamkrabok. This camp was not an 

official refugee camp because all basic care came from governmental organizations. 

There was no running water, no sewage system and people had to work to buy what they 

needed. These necessities included wood, sanitation services, water, medicine, and 

education for their children (Lor, 2009). According to the camp’s task force, 60% of the 

adults were employed earning money in these various ways: 10% had small businesses, 

10% specialized in needlework and handiwork (making traditional Hmong paj ntaub) and 

40% worked in the labor market outside of the camp. Forty percent of adults inside the 

camp were unemployed and received financial assistance from relatives in the U.S (Lor, 

2009).  

Educational choices for camp residents were limited. Parents could choose to send 

their children to school outside of the camp, attend school inside the camp or home-

school their children. When students attended school outside the camp, instruction was in 

Thai. There were no interpreters available for Hmong students. Hmong students could 

attend school until ninth grade but had no opportunity for higher education. The school 

within the camp taught Thai, Hmong, English, French and Chinese before and during the 

1990’s. Beginning in 1997, Thai and Hmong languages were taught along with 

mathematics. Teachers were individuals from the community (some as young as 15 years 

old) (Lor, 2009). There were 40 students in a classroom and classrooms consisted of 
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benches and a chalkboard. Instruction was rote memorization; students copied from a 

blackboard and had very little verbal practice. English instruction became a part of the 

curriculum when they learned in 2003 that the camp population would be resettled to the 

United States (Lor, 2009). It should be noted that parents had to pay to have their children 

attend the school within the camp, so it was not always possible or reasonable to do so. 

Home-schooling was also an option for many Hmong students. In this case, students were 

usually taught Thai and Hmong by parents and community members and learned their 

parents’ trade (Lor, 2009).  

In 2004, Wat Thamkrabok closed and 15,000 Hmong refugees resettled to the 

United States. Approximately 5,000 of these refugees settled within the geographical area 

investigated in my study (Ngo, Bigelow & Wahlstrom, 2007). Nearly 1,000 students 

matriculated into the school district I studied.  

Coming to the United States. The Hmong-American migration began in 1976 

when estimates indicate that 750 Hmong came to the United States (Her and Buley-

Meissner, 2010). According to Vang (2005), Hmong students who first came to America 

lacked academic background and English skills. These students were unfamiliar with 

learning through discussion and interaction in the classroom, a skill needed for success in 

mainstream American schools. When students arrived many professionals had the 

perception that Hmong students had a language “deficiency” because of the difficulty in 

learning Standard English and unfamiliarity with discussion in the classroom (Goldstien, 

1985).  
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Since arrival of Hmong students into the U.S. educational system, educators have 

learned a lot about bilingual students’ language and reading acquisition. Goldenberg 

(2011) noted that though there have been gains in reading proficiency for bilingual 

students, there have also been steady gaps in performance between bilinguals and 

monolingual English students in the area of reading. Researchers and practitioners have 

focused on improving literacy skills regardless of language skills (such as educating 

students in decoding skills, which can be taught even without a proficiency in the English 

language) (Carlo, 2007; Goldenberg, 2011). Bilingual education or first language literacy 

instruction is used in school settings to increase second language literacy attainment. 

Despite these positive instructional advances, many researchers and practitioners would 

argue that we are still not appropriately educating Hmong students (Lee, 2001). 

Current Educational Context 

 Most of what we know about educating Hmong students comes from research that 

has been conducted with middle or high school Hmong students. Researchers explored 

what factors affect Hmong student’s educational performance.  

 Educating Hmong students. Though language differences are important to note, 

linguistic discrepancies do not account for all of the factors affecting bilingual students’ 

academic achievement (Au, 1998). Vang (2005), addresses several key issues that face 

Hmong-American students in school. Hmong students’ experience from schools in 

Southeast Asia to behavior expected in American schools is vastly different, which 

affects how Hmong students acculturate to the school environment. Cultural differences 

may also explain factors that affect educational attainment. Hmong students have cultural 
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expectations of being reserved and respectful towards American teachers. Teachers 

assumed that students were quiet out of respect. Instead this may be due to difficulty 

following the school curriculum or understanding the language (Vang, 2005). Another 

issue that face Hmong students in schools is that Hmong students are often ignored in 

classrooms or are being disadvantaged academically by not having more Hmong 

bilingual supports in place (Vang, 2005). Many Hmong students are socially isolated, and 

have negative self-perceptions (Vang, 2005). Another issue Hmong students face is 

access to written language. For historical and social reasons Hmong students have been 

denied access to literacy instruction and therefore enter school without print experiences. 

The disconnection between Hmong student’s home and academic experiences might also 

be a factor to consider in educating Hmong students. There is a large gap between most 

Hmong students’ home life and expectations in American schools, and frequently 

connections are not being explicitly made for students (Vang, 2005). A final issue 

Hmong students may face is the discourse of school. The way that activities are 

structured in school require students to be engaged in abstract concepts (Vang, 2005). 

Abstract concepts are difficult for bilingual students because visual referents are often 

unavailable and there is no context to explore ideas through images. Hmong students 

need to rely on their language skills to make sense of academic topics.  

In addition to Vang’s work, Lee (2001) studied Hmong students and found 

educational success depends on a variety of factors. Internal forces of motivation, 

language proficiency, academic ability and acculturation and external forces such as the 

level of family poverty, characteristics of instruction, support systems at home, and 
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positive peer interactions predict academic success (Lee, 2001). Vang (2001) noted that 

successful students: (1) had positive relationships with parents, (2) had parents who 

advise and guide them, (3) set goals for graduating from high school, (4) found access to 

resources, (5) acquired and utilized coping skills, (6) and developed positive self-esteem.  

District and state expectations for all students. In the state where my study 

took place standardized reading assessments were designed in order to be in line with the 

No Child Left Behind (NCLB) (2001) legislation. The requirements the state has to 

adhere to include: assessment of English proficiency, determination of annual yearly 

progress, sanctions for low performing schools, and additional reading and math 

assessments. Schools have to achieve and maintain a level of proficiency in reading for 

all students. If this standard is not met yearly there are financial and structural sanctions 

for schools (Minnesota Office of the Legislative Auditory, 2004). NCLB requires 100% 

proficiency of all students in reading by the school year of 2013-14. 

One school district within this state serves a concentrated population of Hmong 

students. This urban school district is a large nearly 38,000 students enrolled. It is 

diverse, containing 75% students of color, 71% receiving free or reduced lunch, 36% 

students with ELL status (or 45% of students from homes where a language other than 

English is spoken). Specifically, 23% of students in this district are from homes where 

Hmong is spoken, the largest concentrated population of Hmong students in the state.  

This district has had no increase in performance on state reading assessments 

from 2009 to 2010. Fifty-two percent of students are considered proficient according to 

state reading assessments. Though scores are not necessarily limited to Hmong students, 
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Asian Americans have not had an increase in performance across the district according to 

recent state assessment data and a decrease has even been documented in some grades 

(third, fourth, and sixth). This district performs below statewide mean scores across all 

grade levels and most student groups. The two exceptions are students with ELL status 

(district percentage of ELL students who are proficient is 34% and statewide is 32.7%) 

and white students (proficient in district are 80.7% and statewide are 79.1%).  

The school district under study has made various instructional changes to address 

the needs of Hmong students. For example, due to the recent wave of 1,000 Hmong 

refugee students matriculating, ESL services were restructured in order to meet the needs 

of incoming students (Ngo et al., 2007). An instructional program was designed called 

Transitional Language Centers (TLCs). TLCs were, “short-term, intensive language 

programs offering bilingual instruction in Hmong and English to meet the particular 

needs of Wat Thamkrabok refugee children” (Ngo et al., 2007, p. 4). The local university 

was asked to come in to do a study on the effectiveness of the TLC program in 

comparison to more traditional ESL services. Though these TLCs did not demonstrate 

greater level of English language acquisition, teachers and parents noted students’ 

positive social adjustment in the TLCs.  

Within the past two years this district implemented a change in reading 

curriculum from a readers/writer’s workshop model to a district-wide implementation of 

a commercial reading program. The curriculum was chosen because of the attention to 

oral language, engaging materials and activities, and the varied texts offered that adhere 

to national standards in science and social studies. This reading curriculum underwent a 
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review process consisting of 48 people, two-thirds of whom were teachers. The district is 

carefully monitoring implementation and collecting data to determine reading growth. 

This educational context is important to consider as students in my study are situated 

within a national, state, and district context.  

Fourth grade. Within this state and district context, I have specifically chosen 

fourth grade to highlight. Fourth grade proves to be a powerful year for many readers as 

they move from reading accuracy to fluency (Wolf, 2006). As students become quicker 

and more automatic in their reading, their short-term memory and attention can shift to 

comprehension of the text. Therefore beginning in third or fourth grade, comprehension 

becomes a central focus of reading development and instruction. Students who are unable 

to make this jump to automatic, fluent reading or students who have difficulty 

comprehending due to other cognitive factors are often regarded as being in the “fourth 

grade slump” (Chall & Jacobs, 1990; Gee, 1999). This shift in development and focus on 

comprehension in instruction makes fourth grade a critical year for students who fail to 

become proficient readers. Specifically, Hmong students may have been in American 

schools for nearly five years and should have language skills that make reading 

assessment and interviews more productive and representative of true skills. In sum, 

fourth grade provides a fruitful territory to explore issues of second language reading 

development and proficiency.  

Current Study 

In an era of accountability and in light of NCLB there is cause for concern 

regarding the reading achievement of Hmong students. The hard truth is that bilingual 
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students in American schools do not catch up to their English-only peers in skills such as 

reading comprehension (Geva & Genesee, 2006). Teachers and researchers appear to be 

“missing the boat” with understanding bilinguals. In fact, Goldenberg (2011) indicates, 

“Language differences among language-minority groups are complex and largely 

elusive…indeed, achievement differences are confounded with socioeconomic status and 

other dimensions of family life” (p. 687). Additionally, smaller linguistic groups such as 

Hmong students are ignored in the literature (August & Shanahan, 2006b). Teachers in 

classrooms, schools and districts are making important instructional and curricular 

decisions without any empirical database to draw upon. Unfortunately, these decisions 

are held to the standards of accountability set forth in NCLB with real consequences for 

failure to perform.  

My goal in this study is to explore Hmong students’ reading proficiency in 

anticipation of influencing classroom language and literacy practices. By including 

factors that are not traditionally utilized in developmental research, such as self-

perception and classroom observations I hope to explore differences and processes of 

development of language and reading. Skilled reading and writing is a product of both 

student skills and instructional context (Lipson & Wixon, 2009). My current work studies 

student factors. When educators understand their students, we can better change the 

context and the educational environment. What is affecting reading proficiency and how 

can instruction be designed to capitalize on these factors?  

With a national standard looming of 100% reading proficiency for all students by 

2014, the stakes are high to understand reading development and proficiency of Hmong 
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students. Traditional research and instructional methods over the past several years have 

not made strides in closing the gap between bilinguals and their monolingual peers 

(Goldenberg, 2011). Researchers and practitioners are scrambling to make necessary 

instructional changes for students about whom we need more information. My study is 

designed to answer some of these questions by analyzing state reading assessment scores 

and conducting a series of case studies.  
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Chapter 2 

Background 

This study explores how Hmong students are currently performing on state 

assessments and how factors of oral and written language skills and self-perceptions are 

related to reading proficiency. First, I review previous research on reading development 

in young Hmong students. I then describe the conceptual and theoretical frameworks 

surrounding this study including a conceptual framework of the process of oral and 

written language development. Finally, I discuss the study I conducted.  

There are many areas of research that need to be explored in a study that 

investigates the complex ideas of reading proficiency for bilingual students. The 

relationship between oral and written language skills, students' perceptions, and 

performance in the classroom are all important in learning to read in English.  In this 

section, I present information about oral and written language development specific to 

Hmong elementary students, oral and written language development patterns found in 

other linguistic groups, typical reading development for fourth grade students, and 

findings on self-perception, motivation and identity as it relates to oral and written 

language development.  

Hmong Students’ Oral Language and Reading Development 

  I located three studies that included empirical data on the reading development of 

Hmong students (Helman & Burns, 2008; Roberts, 2005; Roberts, 2008)- a meager 

research base for this group of students. Helman and Burns (2008) determined that oral 

language proficiency and acquisition rate of sight words for second grade Hmong 
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students were related; students with lower oral language proficiency had the lowest rate 

for acquiring sight words. Roberts (2005) determined that for students whose primary 

language was Hmong, articulation of sounds influenced both kindergarten phonemic 

awareness and first grade word-reading. In addition, Roberts (2005) found that there were 

significant differences between children who spoke Hmong and children who spoke 

Spanish as their primary language during both kindergarten and first grade.  These 

differences were found in language variables from which children had received only 

minimal instruction (Hmong students performing more poorly).  Finally, Roberts (2008) 

examined how home storybook reading (in primary or secondary language) affected 

classroom storybook reading in preschool children. Roberts (2008) found that primary 

language storybook reading was at least as effective as reading storybook in English in 

increasing vocabulary.  

 There is cause to consider that Hmong primary language does influence the 

secondary language acquisition of English (Cummins, 1979). Hmong students may have 

more difficulty learning English than their fellow immigrant classmates.  I arrived at this 

hypothesis after collecting pilot study data that suggest a low level of acquisition of 

English with fourth grade Hmong students. Additionally analysis of longitudinal case 

study data indicates that in relation to other linguistic groups, Hmong students show a 

weak developmental trajectory in English oral language and reading skills (Helman & 

Frederick, 2009).  Over the course of three years, though Hmong students were making 

gains, their English language was less developed than their Hispanic and Somali 

counterparts (Helman & Frederick, 2009).  
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Based on these initial data, it is essential to describe differences between Hmong 

and English. There are vast differences in the form and structure between Hmong and 

English. According to Kan, Xiong, & Kohnert (2006), Hmong is a monosyllabic 

language utilizing 58 consonants, eight vowels, five dipthongs and seven tones.  English 

words are largely multisyllabic, contain many patterns, including 24 consonants, 14 

vowels and nine dipthongs. Hmong relies on word order, and there are no word-level 

changes to create meaning. English utilizes tense markers, plurals, prefixes and suffixes 

to change the meaning of words. Meanings of words are derived from combinations of 

words in Hmong and the language is concept based, meaning is derived externally (Kan, 

Xiong, & Kohnert, 2006). English relies on rules for combination of words and meaning 

is derived internally through sentence structure and tense markers.  Because a great deal 

of meaning (such as past, present and future tense in English) is carried in morphological 

features it may be difficult for Hmong students to learn English. There is a need for 

further investigation into these language differences and the impact of oral language on 

reading skills.  

Other Groups of Bilingual Students 

 Students who speak a language or dialect other than Standard English have been 

called various terms in research and applied settings. The term ELL emerged from NCLB 

(2001) and refers to students who are: 

Between the ages of 3 and 21 and are enrolled in elementary or secondary 

education, often born outside the United States or speaking a language other than 

English in their homes, and not having sufficient mastery of English to meet state 
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standards and excel in an English-language classroom…students whose 

difficulties in speaking, reading, writing or understanding the English language 

may be sufficient to deny the individual the ability to meet the state’s proficient 

level of achievement on state assessments. (as cited in Garcia, Kleifgen, & Falchi, 

2008, p. 7) 

Other terms that describe students who do not speak Standard English include, limited 

English proficient (LEP), English learners, linguistically diverse children, language 

minority, second language learner and bilingual. Bilinguals are students who are 

acquiring English through school and are able to continue to function in their home 

language as well as English (Garcia, Kleifgen, & Falchi, 2008). I chose to use the term 

bilingual over any other because of the importance of being dual or multi-language users 

to these students and to their continued academic success. The term ELL is limiting 

because it focuses more and lays importance on developing English. It is also important 

to note that the use of the term bilingual captures these Hmong students at this time in 

their development and their cultural experiences, as they are truly bilingual. As Hmong 

students continue to be American born, it is very possible that the Hmong language will 

not be utilized in homes and the community. Though I use “bilingual” as much as 

possible, I will refer to bilingual students having ELL status or receiving ESL services in 

later chapters.    

The relationship between oral language and reading proficiency in bilinguals has 

been explored by many researchers. Specifically, The National Literacy Panel Report 

(August & Shanahan, 2006a) has gathered and synthesized what is known about the 
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relationships between primary and secondary oral and written language skills. This panel 

deconstructed reading skills into two components: word-level (letter-sound relationship 

used to decode print) and text-level skills (comprehension, metacognition, strategy use) 

(Geva & Genesee, 2006).  Results are mixed and inconclusive on the specific effect of 

primary language on second language literacy skills. A central finding is that strength in 

primary language increases potential proficiency in second oral language and reading. 

The relationship between second oral language and second language literacy acquisition 

has also been studied in both word-level and text-level skills (Geva, 2006). Results 

indicate that English language proficiency is important for both word- and text-level 

skills.  

Several studies investigate the impact of primary oral and written language 

development on second oral and written language acquisition.  These studies focus 

primarily on isolated language processes affecting specific reading processes. For 

example, a resounding finding in the literature indicates that phonological processing in 

both primary and second language is related to word-level skills (Comeau, Cormier, 

Grandmaison, & Lacroix, 1999; Gottardo, 2002; Wang, Park, & Lee, 2006; Wang, 

Perfetti, & Liu, 2005). There is also a positive relationship between first and second 

language proficiency and reading comprehension (Dufva & Voeten, 1999; Lindsey, 

Manis, & Bailey, 2003; Miller, Heilmann, Nockerts, Iglesias, Fabiano, & Francis, 2006).  

Both primary and secondary language development is important to reading 

proficiency, what remains unknown is what specific skills students need to acquire in 

primary and second language to boost reading proficiency in English. Are there some 



 

 19 

essential skills across one or both languages that impacts reading proficiency? What are 

the factors that affect reading proficiency? What strengths do proficient bilingual readers 

demonstrate?  

Fourth Grade Students’ Reading Development and Proficiency  

 Fourth grade students are expected to develop to the level of intermediate or 

advanced readers (Bear, Invernizzi, Templeton & Johnston, 2008).  Intermediate and 

advanced readers are characterized by reading fluently and with expression. These 

students have developed strategic reading- they are able to read a vast range of materials 

and genres while employing necessary comprehension strategies. Vocabulary expands as 

these students read a wide range of materials. The mean level of fluency for end of the 

year of fourth grade is 123 words correct per minute (Hasbrook & Tindal, 2006). Fourth 

grade students are expected to be proficient decoders and spend most of their attention 

and memory while reading on comprehending. At this stage of reading, comprehension is 

key. Though readers develop at different rates, school is structured by grade level 

expectations and fourth grade curriculum is geared toward students who have mastered 

decoding skills.  

 Fourth grade students are immersed in the world of reading comprehension. When 

utilizing Paris’ (2005) conception of constrained and unconstrained skills, comprehension 

is an unconstrained skill. Unconstrained skills may not be mastered and these skills 

continue to grow over time. This could be why teachers and researchers alike have 

difficulty understanding and assessing a skill such as comprehension (McKenna & Stahl, 

2009; Paris, 2005).  
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It is important to consider how comprehension develops. Comprehension includes 

the cognitive activities of causal thinking, inferencing, and reasoning (Duke & Carslie, 

2011). These skills develop through experiences of children throughout their life. In 

fourth grade, referential communication and language discourse of school becomes 

especially important. Most of this language and experiential learning is incidental. Oral 

language, vocabulary skills, background knowledge and comprehension monitoring all 

are important to the comprehension process during fourth grade because text (and 

curricular topics) become more complex (Duke, 2005; Duke & Carslie, 2011). Students 

need a strong base of oral language, vocabulary and background knowledge to draw upon 

when interacting and making meaning from complex text; students also need to be 

monitoring their comprehension to determine if they need more background knowledge 

or vocabulary to understand text.  

The development of reading for fourth grade bilingual students will include 

additional factors. For example, when a student was exposed to print, when he or she 

began school in the United States, what educational experiences they had previously and 

language proficiency must be considered (Goldenberg, 2011). These experiences and 

proficiency impact student’s development of second language literacy skills. Many 

researchers indicate a period of five to seven years for students to be able to develop 

academic language (Hakuta, 2000; Krashen & Terrell, 1983). Using the academic 

language model and assuming excellent instruction beginning in kindergarten, fourth 

grade bilingual students should be beginning to catch up to peers in reading and language 

proficiency (Krashen & Terrell, 1983). 
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Along with developmental research, it is also important to explore what standard 

of proficiency is necessary for all fourth graders to reach. The state I investigated in this 

study adopted the Common Core standards (Minnesota Department of Education, 2010). 

The common core standards indicate that fourth grade students must have the 

foundational skills of decoding to know and apply grade-level phonics and word analysis 

in reading with sufficient accuracy and fluency to support comprehension.  Fourth 

graders read grade level text with purpose and understanding; read grade-level prose and 

poetry orally with accuracy, appropriate rate and expression successive readings; and use 

content to confirm or self-correct word recognition and understanding, rereading as 

necessary.  Students are expected to engage in higher-level skills within informational 

text and literature in addition to these foundational skills (see Appendix A for full 

Common Core Standards in reading). These standards are essential to understand 

accountability in the current educational climate and to interpret state reading assessment 

scores that are designed to evaluate students on the state standards.  

Development of Self-Perceptions of Oral and Written Language 

 Affective measures such as self-perceptions are essential to the identity of a 

successful reader and language user. I explore self-perceptions of being bilingual and 

being a reader.  

 Self-perceptions of being bilingual.  Being bilingual affects students’ ability to 

navigate the academic world as well as develop oral and written language skills.  Norton 

(1997) defines language identity as, “How people understand their relationship to the 

world, how that relationship is constructed across time and space, and how people 
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understand their possibilities for the future” (p. 410). Attitudes and emotions towards 

one’s native language and cultural heritage, as well as towards English, are integral parts 

of language identity, which plays a key role in academic success (Nieto, 2002).  

Cummins (1979) suggests that socioeconomic status, language status, and the 

development of English have an impact on how students learn oral and written language. 

Students who feel that their language is not valued at school tend to assimilate to the 

dominant language and culture and feel disassociated both by their families and their 

classmates and halting their home language development.  

Norton (1997) suggests that “ownership” of a new language, in this case English, 

should not be dependent upon one’s ethnic background or race.  She proposes that 

adapting to a new society and language is something immigrants should choose to do in 

this era of rapid globalization. Norton’s definition incorporates human choice and agency 

and desire for recognition, affiliation, and security related to language.  In other words, 

immigrants’ identities may not only develop as they learn a new language, but they also 

form their identities in accordance with changing social and power relations. Identity is 

complex and dynamic and is constructed by language. The concept of a hybrid identity 

based on two equally positive cultural and linguistic representations appears to be the 

“gold-standard” of adaptation.  

 In the United States, learning English as a second language is often seen as a 

transitional period rather than as a valued hybrid identity (Perea & Coll, 2008).  These 

attitudes stem from the mainstream belief that English is the language of power and that 

English speakers, by proxy, are more powerful in the U.S. than speakers of other 
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languages.  For children, this “powerful language” ideology becomes an attraction 

towards English language that often puts their home language in danger (Pearson, 2007).   

 Shalert et al. (2010) describes a shifting identity when students enter a new or 

different discourse. Much of this identity is based on the trajectory students see 

themselves on. She refers to this as an “imagined future.” Students negotiate their current 

stance (or positioning) in discourse communities (such as school) based on this imagined 

future. This is an important perspective because Shalert emphasizes the temporary and 

shifting nature of “imagined futures” and “positioning” and focuses on the students’ own 

perception of what is important to get to this perceived goal.  Imagined futures and 

identity are important to explore with bilingual students who are negotiating many 

identities and often are in new discourses in school.  

Self-perceptions of reading skills. How do readers begin to develop a self-

concept or perceptions about reading? How do they understand the idea of ability and 

effort and how these two constructs relate to their own reading? Many researchers 

propose the bases of these more general perceptions are in fact causal links (Nicholls, 

1978; Nicholls, 1979).  Attribution is a theory describing how people explain 

performance based on causal information (Kelley, 1973).   

An important aspect of reading is effort and ability and how students interpret 

various outcomes as being related to these constructs. Nichols (1978) defines ability as 

“what a person can do, and evidence of optimum effort is required before we accept 

performance as indicative of ability. Ability limits the extent to which effort can 

increase” (p. 800).  Nichols proposes various levels of development of the interaction 
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between effort and ability in young school-aged children.  When a student is functioning 

at the first level, effort and outcome are not distinguished as cause and effect, children are 

effort centered. Level two indicates that effort and outcome are distinguished as cause 

and effect, effort is the prime cause of outcomes.  A student functioning in level three is 

beginning to use the concept of ability- and realizes that effort is not the only cause of 

outcomes, ability matters too. Finally, level four represents the self-realization that there 

is a limit to the ability of the student but the student is understanding how to maximize 

the use of effort to the best outcome. Specific to reading, Nichols (1979) studied self 

perceptions and causal attribution of success in children’s reading.  By 12 years of age, 

both boys and girls perceive ability, effort and luck being important to success, and 

ability and luck being important to failure.  For example, many students will indicate they 

succeeded in a task because they were lucky or they studied hard. But students indicate 

that they didn’t do well, because they “aren’t good at reading” or they were unlucky.  

Attribution of performance is quite possibly how self-perceptions or self-concepts 

are formed. Chapman & Tunmer (1995) define a reader’s self-concept as having three 

different components: (1) attitude towards reading, (2) perceptions of reading 

competence and (3) perceptions of difficulty.  Chapman & Tunmer provide empirical 

support that a reading self-concept highlighting these three components can be found in 

students at the primary age level (1995).  Findings indicate that perceptions of difficulty 

were significantly less positive than attitudes and perceptions of competence. Perceptions 

of difficulty and competence were relatively consistent over first through fifth grade. 

Children’s initially very positive attitudes decline during the later elementary years. 
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Chapman suggests that by fourth and fifth grade students’ perceptions of competence and 

difficulty were more in line with their actual performance.  Chapman also noted the 

decline in positive attitudes toward reading probably occurred as difficulty and poor 

performance becomes established during these later years.  Perceptions and attitudes of 

reading also affect reading comprehension.  Students who perceive themselves as good 

readers and have a good attitude for reading have higher achievement on reading 

comprehension assessments (Conlon, Zimmer-Gembeck, Creed, & Tucker, 2006).  

 Shell, Colvin, & Bruning (1995) examine the achievement-level differences in 

self-efficacy and causal attribution for reading and writing and the relationship between 

these beliefs and achievement in reading and writing. The authors suggest that the aspect 

of self-efficacy that develops is the student’s flexibility when encountering various 

formats or communicating systems rather than the belief in being successful with specific 

reading skills. For example, a student may feel more successful with nonfiction text, 

because they are more easily able to understand text, so this student would indicate that 

they are good at reading nonfiction, not that they are good at comprehension.  

With an understanding of the complex factors that may affect Hmong students’ 

language and reading development and the current state and district context, I will now 

define terminology and discuss the theoretical and conceptual underpinnings of my work.  

Theoretical Frameworks 

I have taken a pragmatic stance with regards to studying of Hmong students’ 

reading proficiency. A pragmatic approach indicates that an investigation of a problem 

stems from a specific context (Dillon, O’Brien, & Heilman, 2000). A researcher must 
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embed him or herself in a context in order to fully study the problem and use multiple 

methods of inquiry (not being constrained by one paradigm). Researchers must not only 

draw on previous paradigms and theories but also create new paradigms and 

methodology. Finally, there must be a consequence of research activity; research must be 

applicable, practical and beneficial to a specific context. I have used the context and a 

noted problem (this urban school district) to derive my research questions. My research 

questions were designed to explore this problem and these questions were not constrained 

by current research paradigms (Dillon, O’Brien, & Heilman, 2000). Through positioning 

my dissertation work this way, I am “advocating the spirit of the pragmatic tradition, 

which asserts conducting inquiry to useful ends” (Dillon, O’Brien, & Heilman, 2000, p. 

17).   

To design this study, I drew upon several frameworks of reading development and 

proficiency (language acquisition, sociocultural, cognitive, psycholinguistic and 

affective). Used together these paradigms helped to design this study and interpret data.  I 

used my questions to guide my inquiry while drawing upon these important theoretical 

positionings.   

Conceptual Framework: Integrated Approach to Reading 

The current study design differs from previous research in oral and written 

language development in that I utilize unique conceptual and theoretical frameworks. 

Students’ oral and written language development is a complex system comprised of 

dynamic and flexible influences including interactions and relationships with others, 

cultural/linguistic experiences, perceptions of self and cognitive skills. This study draws 
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upon a conceptual framework describing the broad aspects of oral and written language 

development and theoretical frameworks that includes components of both sociocognitive 

and sociocultural perspective (Au, 1998; Norton, 1997; Stone, 2004; Vygotsky, 1978). 

I define reading as a social and cultural process that is an interaction of language 

skills, background knowledge, word-level skills and text-level skills and is mediated by 

students’ perceptions and motivation. Oral and written language skills and development 

will be conceptualized together due to the intertwined skills. Mechanisms of processing 

will be used to outline the interaction between word- and text-level skills. Top down 

processing is defined as a learner using what is known based on world knowledge to 

process incoming information.  Bottom up processing is making meaning based on 

sounds, combination of sounds and combinations of words to construct meaning 

(Pressley, 2006). Oral and written language can be defined broadly as cognitive 

interactions between bottom up and top down processing to comprehend or create a 

mental representation that is socially situated (representation).  Top-down processes 

include use of background and strategic knowledge to create a mental representation. 

These top-down and meaning making processes (are referred to broadly as text-level 

skills) operate the same for both oral and written language processing (August & 

Shanahan, 2006a). Bottom up processing is where the distinction is made for skills 

necessary for both oral and written language and specific to written language (referred to 

as word-level skills) (August & Shanahan, 2006a). Skills specific to written language 

include orthographic knowledge and decoding skills. Skills necessary for processing of 
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both oral and written language include semantic, morphologic and syntactic knowledge.  

These skills are outlined below. 

Word-level skills. Semantics is the system of rules governing the meaning or 

content of words and word combinations (Owens, 2008). Subcomponents of semantics 

include word knowledge (definition of a word) and world knowledge (autobiographical 

and experiential knowledge). Further development of semantics or vocabulary can be 

thought of as a continuum of knowledge of an individual word. These dimensions include 

incremental knowledge (exposure to a word in many contexts so that you know the 

word), multidimensional knowledge (words having many different meanings) and finally, 

knowledge of words being interrelated (meaning words are connected and related to each 

other) (Lehr, Osborn, & Heibert, 2004; Nagy & Scott, 2000). Even with all this word 

knowledge there is a difference with what a student is able to understand and express as 

well as what he or she is able to read and use in writing.  

Morphology refers to the internal organization of words and the parts that make 

up a whole word (Owens, 2008). For instance, in English, the morpheme (smallest 

grammatical unit) plural “s,” changes meaning to a word by being added to the end. By 

adding “s,” the word “dog” becomes “dogs.”  In both words, the referent is a four-legged 

animal. In the first case, it is a single animal and in the second case, it is more than one 

animal. Understanding morphology (or morphological awareness) is important for the 

meaning making process as well as decoding (Lipson & Wixon, 2008).  

Syntax can be described as rules that govern the structure of language (word, 

phrase and clause order, and sentence organization), more commonly known as grammar 
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(Owens, 2008). English relies on word order to organize sentences. English also includes 

gender information in pronouns, and time information in tenses (past, present, future) and 

all of this information is constructed internally in the sentence. Knowledge or syntactic 

awareness is important in the process of reading for both decoding and comprehension as 

well. A student can be more automatic with decoding the more familiar he or she is with 

the structure of language and this can lead to more meaning making. Students also need 

to understand syntax in order to derive meaning.  

Orthography. Snow, Burns, & Griffin (1998) define orthography as a “method of  

representing spoken language by letters and diacritics; spelling" (p. 22).  Orthography 

incorporates knowledge of word meaning (semantics) and sounds and sound patterns 

(phonology) (Ehri, 2000; Hamada & Koda, 2008; Snowling & Hulme, 2006). 

Orthography and reading skills develop synchronously and therefore orthographic 

knowledge gives us insight to how a reader is both understanding and using the written 

language (Bear et al., 2008). English orthography has many layers, utilizing an 

alphabetic, patterned and meaning level understandings of written language.  

Decoding. Decoding is defined as interpreting the system of letters 

(discriminating letters), patterns of letters, words and entire texts (Kirby & Savage, 

2008). Phonics, understanding the connections between the written and spoken language, 

is an important aspect of decoding (National Institute of Child Health and Human 

Development, 2000; Snow et al., 1998). Decoding is the process of sounding out (using 

sound-letter correspondences to blend together sounds to form words) or automatically 

recognizing words presented. Decoding skills might be best assessed through a measure 
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of rate and reading accuracy (i.e., how many words were read correctly in a passage per 

minute) (Leslie & Caldwell, 2009a). Information about decoding skills can also be 

obtained through word recognition using graded word lists. Word recognition tasks are 

used to determine more automatic decoding skills (Leslie & Caldwell, 2009a).  

Reading fluency is defined as reading rate, accuracy and expression (Stahl & 

Hiebert, 2005). The role of comprehension in fluency is reciprocal. In order to be fluent, 

students must understand what they are reading to formulate the appropriate phrasing 

(i.e., pausing at a sentence ending and inflection when an exclamation point is presented). 

Fluency plays a role in comprehension; in order to maintain cognitive resources for 

comprehension, students must decode a text with minimal effort.  

Text-Level Skills.  Comprehension is defined as the act of constructing meaning 

with oral or written text (Duke & Carlisle, 2011). I draw upon the RAND definition of 

comprehension to further explain the complexities of comprehension (RAND Reading 

Study Group, 2002). RAND defines comprehension, “as the process of simultaneously 

extracting and constructing meaning through interaction and involvement with written 

language resulting from variety of factors” (p. 12). Factors specific to the reader, activity, 

text and the importance of these factors being situated in a sociocultural context all affect 

how a text representation is created (RAND Reading Study Group, 2002). This definition 

highlights the complexities of comprehension; comprehension is not an isolated cognitive 

act, it is highly dependent on what is read and the purpose of reading. 

When assessing reading comprehension, it is helpful to think of comprehension as 

a mental representation of the text created by the reader. This text representation is what 
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the reader/listener takes away from the text experience. The representations will depend 

highly on how the reader approaches the text (Rosenblatt, 1995) as well as how well he 

or she comprehends the text internally or is able to comprehend the ideas in the text and 

apply them to previous knowledge (Kintsch, 1994; Kintsch & Kintsch, 2005). This text 

representation is the crux of a text experience; this is what is taken away and remembered 

and essentially, is why we read. This representation can be adjusted and reworked over 

time. A text representation can be rich, highly connected to the reader/listener, well 

formulated, and clearly represented. Or a text representation can be weak, loosely 

connected, not well formulated and not well represented. Considering all the aspects 

(reader, text, activity and sociocultural context) that affect a text representation there are 

many different “routes” to achieving a rich text representation or to comprehension.  

van den Broek, et al. (2005) and  Guthrie and Scafiddi (2004) have described 

what these text representations might look like for both narrative and expository text. van 

den Broek, et al. (2005) suggests that there is a development of students understanding of 

relationship of events in narrative text:  (1) concrete physical relations occur close 

together, (2) concrete physical relationship between distant events, (3) understanding 

character‘s goals, emotions, and desires, (4) and finally translation of the story theme into 

moral or lesson.  

Students are required to develop conceptual knowledge while reading an 

expository text.  Guthrie & Scafiddi (2004) describe a developmental progression to the 

understanding of expository text. These levels of comprehension are exhibited in distinct 

stages of:  (1) understanding facts and associations, (2) understanding concepts and 
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evidence, (3) and finally understanding patterns of relationships.  Although various 

methods have been devised to assess comprehension, the most common assessment of 

comprehension is a story retell and answering questions (Afflerbach, 2007; Leslie & 

Caldwell, 2009a; Paris & Stahl, 2005).    

 Self-Perceptions. Affective aspects such as perception of tasks and self-

perceptions of abilities mediate the reading process. Affective constructs such as 

motivation and self-perceptions will impact the amount of “energy” put forth in 

comprehending. An intact cognitive process could be hindered by lack of desire to 

processing information or underdeveloped cognitive processes could be aided by a highly 

motivated learner (Alderman, 2008). All cognitive processing is socially situated 

(Vygotsky, 1978). The learner is active and is constructing meaning in order to gain some 

outcome that has social consequences. When students do not perceive the importance of a 

task or when students perceive themselves as being a poor reader, this disrupts how they 

interact with the text and how they are ultimately able to comprehend the text. 

Bilingual model of interactive reading. The processing of oral and written 

language becomes more complex for students who are bilingual. Typically, bilingual 

students’ in the U.S. are learning oral language and reading skills in their second 

language. Word- and text-level skills have a reciprocal relationship. Word-level skills are 

being developed in both languages (with one language being dominant).  These word-

level skills will impact ability to comprehend, build background knowledge and create 

strategies to assist in language and reading acquisition (in both languages). Students with 

strong background knowledge, ability to think and use language strategically may be able 
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to acquire word-level skills in language and reading more quickly. Primary language 

proficiency, access to literacy, print awareness skills will all factor into development of 

second language reading development. Students’ motivation, self-perceptions will 

mediate development and proficiency of reading. These factors are interacting with each 

other flexibly and dynamically. Using this bilingual model of interactive reading, I 

explore fourth grade Hmong students’ reading proficiency.  My study examines reading 

proficiency through state assessments, individual assessments, and classroom 

performance. I seek to discover how Hmong students are performing on state assessments 

as well as in other classroom tasks. 
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Chapter 3 

Methods 

In this study I explore behaviors that embody reading development and 

proficiency of fourth grade Hmong students utilizing a pragmatic approach (Dillon, 

O'Brien, & Heilman, 2000). Based on the gaps in the research, I believe it is important to 

study the reading proficiency of fourth grade Hmong students and explore the 

relationship between oral language, self-perceptions and classroom behavior of students 

who are defined as grade level and below grade level readers. The following are the 

specific research questions I pose: 

1. How are fourth grade Hmong students currently performing on state reading 

assessments? 

a.  How do fourth grade Hmong students perform on state reading 

assessments compared to other second-language learners in one urban 

school district? 

b. How do fourth grade Hmong students perform on state reading 

assessments compared to monolingual English students in one urban 

school district? 

2. How does reading proficiency determined by classroom teacher and district 

assessments relate to oral language and reading development in individual 

reading assessment and to classroom performance in a group of ten fourth 

grade Hmong students? 
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a. How do fourth grade Hmong students defined as grade level and 

below grade level readers perform on individual assessment of oral 

language and reading skills? 

b. How do fourth grade Hmong students defined as grade level or below 

grade level readers demonstrate behavior in observable classroom 

based tasks? 

c. How does reading proficiency of a small group of Hmong students 

relate to self-perceptions of their own oral language and reading 

development? 

Researcher Role 

My role in this study includes being an active participant in the individual 

assessment and classroom observation data collection. I am a monolingual English 

speaker. I have worked in public schools for eight years as a speech-language pathologist. 

I work with bilingual students who have disabilities in small groups and individually. I 

have expert and specific knowledge and experience in eliciting language from students. I 

am able to easily develop report and establish trust with bilingual students. Despite this 

experience, I acknowledge that all students’ responses and interactions should be 

interpreted through the lens that these Hmong students were engaging in assessment and 

interviews with a teacher who is not from their own cultural and linguistic background. 

To assure that I captured the students’ true ideas, as much as possible, I aimed to clarify 

the student responses by repeating or rephrasing what was said. Though I attempted to 
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appear friendly, nonthreatening and accept answers without evaluating my dominant 

culture presence is a factor I acknowledge while analyzing and interpreting my data. 

I must also acknowledge that I position myself as a teacher who values and 

strongly believes in students maintaining and gaining proficiency in their primary 

language and being dual- or multi-language users. Throughout my career I have been an 

advocate for my bilingual students and I emphasize the importance of primary language 

both in my practice and in my interactions with students. I formed these beliefs through 

research and policy statements by leading research experts, course work, my experience 

in classrooms, and working closely with local experts and community members. Please 

note that I interpret both qualitative and quantitative data through this lens.  

Chao, a bilingual speech-language pathologist, assisted me in securing the school, 

recruiting participants and conducting Hmong language assessments. Chao is in her 

clinical fellowship year and is one of the speech-language pathologists at the school 

where this study was conducted. Chao recently graduated from a local university with a 

Masters of Arts in speech-language pathology. She holds a certificate in the Bilingual 

Multicultural Emphasis program. She is bilingual in Hmong and English. Chao is unique 

in that there are no other bilingual Hmong speech-language pathologists working in the 

urban area where this study was conducted. Chao was easily able to build rapport with 

the students who participated in the study.  

In order to fully describe the state of Hmong students’ reading achievement, I 

conducted a two-phase, mixed-methods study. The first phase of this study utilizes a 

large sample and quantitative data analysis techniques and is referred to as the district 
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level. The second phase of this study includes case study methods, a small sample size 

and qualitative data analysis techniques and is referred to as the student level of the study.  

District Level Analysis 

  The district level analysis serves to answer the first research question: How are 

fourth grade Hmong students currently performing on state reading assessments? 

Setting. I collected data for district level analysis from the same urban school 

district described in the introduction. This large, urban school district serves a 

concentrated population of Hmong students (nearly 23% of the 38,000 total students are 

Hmong). The school district is diverse, containing 75% students of color, 71% receiving 

free or reduced lunch, and 36% students with ELL status (or 45% of students from homes 

where a language other than English is spoken). Regarding academic achievement (in 

reading specifically), the district has had no increase in performance on reading state 

assessments from 2009 to 2010. Fifty-two percent of students are considered proficient 

according to state reading assessments. Though scores are not necessarily broken down to 

Hmong students, Asian Americans have not had an increase in performance across the 

district according to recent state assessments and even a decrease has been documented in 

some grades (third, fourth and sixth grades). This district is behind statewide scores 

across all grade levels and most student groups. The two exceptions are students with 

ELL status and white students. 

 Participants. The participants in this portion of the study are 2,878 fourth grade 

students who completed state assessments in 2010. The data set includes ELL status 

(indicated by a yes or no), home language (in numerical code), special education 
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(indicated by yes or no), free/reduced lunch status (indicated by yes or no), and gender 

(male or female) as factors for each student. Home language is collected by the school 

district through a parent interview and/or written form upon enrollment in the district. 

Parents list languages other than English that are spoken in the home. ELL status is 

indicated through a district and school based process. ELL eligibility is based on the 

following factors: first, parents need to indicate that there is a language spoken in the 

home other than English. Second, at least one of the following factors must be present: a) 

fourth grade teacher recommendation or b) demonstrated need through English language 

assessment. Not all bilingual students are labeled ELL; in other words, students can have 

a home language other than English without being considered ELL. Bilingual students 

may not have ELL status due to reasonable skill in English upon enrollment or 

discontinuation of service. Table 1 depicts the participant breakdown of fourth grade 

students. 

Table 1.  

District Level Participant Information 

 Total fourth grade Hmong English Other 

Marker  Yes No Yes No Yes No Yes No 

ELL 985 

(34.2%) 

1893 

(65.8%) 

532 62 0 1710 447 121 

F/RL 2086 

(72.5%) 

792 

(27.5%) 

542 58 1072 638 472 96 

Total 2878 600 (20.8%) 1710 (59.4%) 568 (19.7%) 
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 Materials. Statewide testing began in 1997. The testing program was designed to 

compare school sites and districts across the state, provide feedback on curriculum and to 

measure student academic growth from year to year (Minnesota Department of Education 

[MDE], 2009c). The current reading assessment was designed from the 2006 state 

content standards in reading. Therefore, each grade level assessment was designed from 

that particular grade level’s academic standards. This state assessment is a criterion-

referenced/standards-based assessment to demonstrate a mastery of state level standards 

(MDE, 2009c). Criterion-referenced means that students are measured against a level of 

proficiency. Students must meet a certain standard to pass the assessment. Items were 

designed in three categories reflecting the state standards in reading: Comprehension, 

Vocabulary Expansion and Literature. Items within these categories were designed to 

reflect cognitive dimensions based on Bloom’s Taxonomy (as cited in MDE, 2009a, p. 

27). Cognitive level A refers to knowledge (questions using words such as arrange, 

define, duplicate, label, list, memorize, name, order, recognize, relate, recall, repeat, 

reproduce and state). Cognitive level B refers to understanding (questions using words 

such as classify, describe, discuss, explain, express, identify, indicate, locate, report, 

restate, review, select and translate). Finally, Cognitive level C refers to the dimensions 

of application, analysis, synthesis and evaluation (including questions that might ask 

apply, choose, demonstrate, dramatize, employ, illustrate, interpret, operate, practice, 

schedule, sketch, discriminate, distinguish, examine, experiment, question, test, arrange, 

ensemble, collect, compose, construct, create, design, develop, formulate, select, support 

and value) (MDE, 2009a). 
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 The state reading assessment was designed by selecting passages that were at the 

appropriate grade level in reading difficulty (using Degree of Reading Power) and 

between 2000 to 2400 total words in length. Passages represented a range of complexity 

from text that would be read at the beginning of fourth grade to the end of fourth grade. 

After the initial passage selection, educators with experience in reading and language 

instruction reviewed passages for content. Citizens from various cultural groups 

represented in the state’s schools also reviewed the passages for potential bias (MDE, 

2009a).  

According to the state department, items for the fourth grade reading assessment 

were written according to the following strands in reading (MDE, 2009c). Vocabulary 

Expansion is defined as being able to use a variety of strategies to expand reading, 

listening and speaking vocabulary (6-8 items or 13-17% of items). The Comprehension 

strand is defined as the students’ understanding of texts using a variety of comprehension 

strategies (including literal, interpretive and evaluative comprehension) (11-19 items or 

23-41%). The Literature strand assesses students’ active engagement in the reading 

process in how they understand, respond to, analyze, interpret, evaluate and appreciate a 

wide variety of fiction, poetic and nonfiction texts (14-23 items or 30-50% on the 

assessment).  

When writing particular test items, designers adhered to the following 

specifications set forth by the state Department of Education:  

1) Each item should be written to measure primarily one benchmark,  
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2) Items should be appropriate for students in terms of grade-level difficulty, life 

experiences and reading level,  

3) Items should not disadvantage or disrespect any segment of the population in 

regard to age, gender, race, ethnicity, language, religion, socioeconomic 

status, disability or geographic region,  

4) Each item should be written in order to clearly and unambiguously elicit the 

desired response,  

5)  Items that assess vocabulary must be passage-based using context,  

6) Graphics may include maps, and charts, graphs in black and white and no item 

will solely use the graphic as stimuli.  

(MDE, 2009b) 

For my study, I use data from the 2009-2010 school year. Fourth grade 

assessment occurred on state-specified testing days in April 2010. In the reading 

assessment there are four segments. This school district administers two segments one 

day and two in a separate day. Following the assessment, three different scores are 

derived to determine how individual students have scored on the assessment: raw scores, 

scale scores and achievement level. Raw scores are the sum of points across items on a 

subject area. For the reading portion of this assessment, raw scores are derived for 

Comprehension, Vocabulary Expansion and Literature. A scale score is derived for the 

entire reading assessment. The scale scores are statistical conversions of the raw score so 

that this score might be compared to other test forms, across grades, and used to compare 

schools and school districts (MDE, 2009c). Scale scores include the grade level in the 
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first digit and the second two digits include the scale score range 01-99. An example of a 

fourth grade score would be 450 (four representing fourth grade, and 50 representing a 

scale score). An achievement level is also determined for each scale score. The four 

categories are: Does not meet standard (D) (score ranging from 401-439), partially meets 

standard (P) (score ranging from 40-49), meets standard (M) (ranging from 50-62) and 

exceeds standard (E) (ranging from 64-99). These can be further subdivided to 

proficiency levels (D and P are not proficient and M and E are proficient); proficiency is 

considered a scale score of 50 or above. Students who are able to meet this standard (50 

or above) on this state assessment are considered to be proficient in the following skills:  

• Vocabulary expansion skills such as using a variety of context clues and word 

Structures to determine meanings of words and comprehension of text 

• Comprehension skills such as summarizing and paraphrasing in fiction and 

nonfiction text, including main ideas and supporting details; generating and 

answering literal, inferential, interpretive, and evaluative questions to demonstrate 

understanding; determining cause and effect; drawing conclusions; distinguishing 

facts from opinions in complex text; providing evidence to support conclusions; 

comparing and contrasting information; demonstrating sequential order of events 

• Literature skills such as identifying and responding to literary elements of 

rhyme, characterization, plot, and setting; identifying and determining the 

meanings of similes and metaphors; responding to literature using ideas and 

details from the text to support reactions and make literary connections; 
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distinguishing between first-person and third person point of view in text; 

identifying author’s point of view and purpose. (MDE, 2010)  

In the year 2000, schools and districts were required by the No Child Left Behind 

Act  (2001) to report scores based on the subgroups of male/female, ethnic groups 

(American Indian, Asian Pacific Islander, Hispanic, Black and White Non-Hispanic), 

special education students, limited English proficiency (LEP) students, students eligible 

for free/reduced lunch and migrant students. Scores are used for reporting results to 

parents of individual students, evaluating student scores for placement decisions, and 

evaluating programs, resources and staffing patterns (MDE, 2009b). The state department 

advises caution on the interpretation of assessment scores due to measurement error. All 

scores have some source of measurement error. For example, day-to-day fluctuation in a 

person’s mood or energy level can affect performance and as well as the specific items 

contained on the particular test that is administered to the student. The state department 

also advises caution when using scores at the extreme ends of the distribution of results. 

For example, a high score may not appropriately measure all that a student is able to do 

and a score at the lower end might not be sensitive enough to show actual improvement. 

Understanding what the reading assessment purports to measure is an essential first step 

to understand quantitative measures used to answer my first research.  

Procedure and analytic methods. I describe and explore this reading assessment 

so that this background information may elucidate both what the scores mean as well as 

what implications flow from the results. I have reviewed the state assessment and how 
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scores can be interpreted. The next section describes the statistical analysis of the 

assessment scores of the fourth grade students in the participating district.  

 The first step in my data analysis was to sort the data file into three linguistic 

groups. These groups were created using the home language indicator. I grouped all 

students whose primary language was Hmong in one group (group 1), all students whose 

primary language was English into a second group (group 2) and finally, all other 

linguistic groups were sorted into a final group (group 3). I then used frequency data to 

determine the percentage of Hmong students who met standard in reading. Due to ELL 

status and pilot study data, I hypothesized that the majority of Hmong students would not 

meet proficiency. Therefore, I determined that it was important to compare Hmong 

students to other home language groups. I used a one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) 

and planned contrasts to test group differences in these three groups (Agresti & Finely, 

2009; Howell, 2007). I then split the file to create two groups of students (ELL status and 

no ELL status) to determine if Hmong student performance proficiency varied based on 

ELL status. I also completed a similar split file for SES marker (free and reduced lunch). 

One-way ANOVAs and planned contrasts were used for all analyses. These analyses are 

used to determine if Hmong students are meeting proficiency standards in reading and 

how fourth grade Hmong students compare to other home language groups.  

Student Level Analysis 

The second research question: How does reading proficiency determined by 

classroom teacher and district assessments relate to oral and written language 
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development in individual reading assessment and to classroom performance in a group 

of ten fourth grade students was answered through case study methodology.  

 Setting. The data for the student level analysis of this study was collected at one 

school. This school is a Hmong magnet school where the majority of students are Hmong 

(61% are Hmong and 19% of students speak English). Only 43% of students meet 

proficiency on the reading state assessment. The school prides itself on being centered on 

the Hmong culture. There are many references to Hmong culture throughout the school 

and the students attend a Hmong literacies program where they learn how to read and 

write in Hmong. Despite the Hmong cultural focus, nearly all instruction at the school is 

in English. In the fourth grade, the ESL teacher plays a large role in literacy block by 

participating in guided reading group instruction. I collected individual assessment data 

in the after school program. The after school program is a school based program in which 

students spend one hour doing homework and another hour in an art, gym or music 

activity. For the classroom observation component, I collected data during the regularly 

scheduled literacy block.  

 Participants. Participants were drawn from all three fourth grade classrooms. 

Participants for the student level analysis include ten fourth grade Hmong students. I treat 

students as individual cases as well as combined group cases (grade level and below 

grade level) (Yin, 2009). I initially met with a team of three fourth grade teachers at this 

Hmong magnet school. I explained my study and informed them that I needed a group of 

five students who were proficient readers and five students who were struggling readers. 

The three teachers said that they did not have any above grade level readers. After 
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discussion, the teachers ultimately decided to use district assessments to choose their 

students. Only students in the lowest and highest reading groups were given consent 

forms. These reading groups were determined based on district assessment leveling 

procedures (Mondo Publishing, 2009). Participants were excluded if they received special 

education services greater than 10% of their school day (i.e. in a special program beyond 

special education resource teacher) and participants were excluded if they had not been in 

school in America for two consecutive years. The teachers determined approximately 20 

students across the three classrooms who met criteria. Chao gave these students a brief 

introduction to the study in Hmong and English and consent forms were handed out to 

identified students. Sixteen consent forms were returned. I selected my participants 

primarily on their after school schedule. There were two blocks of times to see students 

(1st and 2nd hour). Students rotate through homework and gym, art or music. Students 

participated in assessment only during their homework time. I balanced selection of 

students over 1st and 2nd hour to maximize my time. I also balanced students by gender 

and as much as possible by school day classroom.  

The ten fourth grade participants are described in Table 2. Pseudonyms are used 

but I kept the origins of names intact (so students who had Hmong/Thai names were 

replaced with a Hmong/Thai name, and students who had an American name were 

replaced with an American name). Five students came from classroom #1 (three readers 

at grade level and two readers below grade level). Two students came from classroom #2 

(one reader below grade level and one reader at grade level) and finally, three students 

came from classroom #3 (two readers below grade level and one reader above grade 
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level). All students began attending U.S. public school in either preschool or 

kindergarten. Five of the ten students were born in the United States and five students 

were born in Thailand. Five students are male and five female; this was balanced across 

at and below grade level groups. 

Table 2.  

Student Level Participant Information (Pseudonyms used) 

 
Name 

 
Reading 
Level 

 
Classroom ID 

 
Gender 

 
Country of Birth 

 
State Reading 
Assessment 
Score 

Tony Grade Level Classroom #1 M United States E370 

Destiny  Grade Level Classroom #2 F United States M355 

Houa Grade level Classroom #2 F Thailand M359 

Pa Chia Grade Level Classroom #2 F Thailand M353 

Thao Grade Level Classroom #3 M Thailand P345 

Lilly Below  Classroom #1 F United States D323 

Chai Below Classroom #2 M Thailand P346 

Suefeng Below Classroom #2 M Thailand D318 

Charlotte Below Classroom #3 F United States D325 

Yang Below Classroom #3 M United States M359 

 

Materials. I used various materials at this level of my study. I used district and 

state assessment scores and individual assessment materials for reading, oral language 

and self-perceptions.  
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District/state assessment. I gathered all information regarding state/district 

assessments through the classroom teacher, ESL teacher and building literacy coach. I 

obtained scores on state reading assessments and district assessments, including the level 

of text that each student could read independently. The fourth grade teachers utilized 

Benchmark Assessments (Mondo Publishing, 2009) to level students based on oral 

reading fluency. Students are tested three times a year in September, December and May. 

All other language and reading assessments are described below.  

Individual assessment. My assessment protocol consists of measures intended to 

sample the three constructs described within the conceptual framework (oral language, 

reading development and self-perception). It was also important to determine skills of 

students in a way that students can be compared to one another. I use several informal 

tests because there are no formal assessments available to measure the intended construct 

in a descriptive way. I chose the informal procedures because they represent common 

practices by professionals or were informal procedures validated empirically.  

Oral language assessment. I used the Test for Auditory Comprehension of 

Language – 3rd Edition (TACL- 3) to measure students’ understanding of syntax, 

morphology and semantics in English and Hmong (Carrow-Woolfolk, 1999). This test 

consists of three subtests: Vocabulary, Grammatical Morphemes and Elaborated Phrases 

and Sentences. The Vocabulary subtest consists of understanding of single words (nouns, 

verbs, adjectives and adverbs). For example, I read the word “blue” and the student had 

to point to the color blue. The Grammatical Morphemes and Elaborated Phrases and 

Sentences subtests focus on understanding syntax, semantics and morphology in 
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connected sentences (Carrow-Woolfolk, 1999). For example, with Grammatical 

Morphemes, I presented a sentence such as, “The cap is on the toothpaste” and 

Elaborated Phrases and Sentences, “The girl is eating popcorn and watching a movie.” 

The stimulus book consisted of three pictures depicted per page/stimulus item (phrase, 

word or sentence). I gave the TACL-3 in English first and then Chao administered the 

assessment in Hmong in a separate testing session.  

The Hmong translated version of the TACL-3 is a school district adaptation of 

this assessment using the same procedures and stimulus book. A team of experts (three 

trained Hmong interpreters and two speech-language pathologist specializing in bilingual 

assessments) validated this assessment. First, this team analyzed the test protocol and 

stimulus book and determined which items were appropriate to administer in Hmong. 

From that work, a new protocol was devised that contained only the appropriate Hmong 

translated items. During this assessment’s initial implementation local norms were 

collected to determine a mean score at all grade levels (Harty, personal communication, 

2010). The Hmong TACL-3 has been used in this district for nearly 10 years. The three 

subtest scores were analyzed separately as well as combined to derive total language 

score. 

Chao and I obtained English and Hmong language samples by borrowing another 

district’s language sampling procedure (Minneapolis Public Schools, 1993). In this 

assessment students are required to describe an object in sight, out of sight, retell a story, 

explain a procedure and solve a problem. Chao and I were trained in this language sample 

procedure and use it commonly in practice. I administered the assessment in English and 
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Chao administered it in Hmong. We administered five tasks to obtain six to eight 

scoreable responses. No more than eight responses per task were scored; a total of 30-40 

utterances were required. Information on language sampling procedures can be found in 

Appendix B. All responses were recorded, transcribed and analyzed. Chao transcribed the 

Hmong language sample into Hmong and then translated it to English so that we were 

able to work collaboratively on the analysis.  

The English language sample includes analysis of syntactic, morphologic and 

semantic features. Syntax was analyzed using a complexity index (CI). I assigned 

complexity points for each sentence; these ranged from 0-10 (see Appendix C). The 

sentence does not need to be grammatically correct in order to earn the complexity points 

and points were given for the highest level of complexity (in terms of structure) that was 

contained in the utterance. I derived the total CI for the sample by calculating the total 

number of complexity points and dividing this by the total number of responses. This 

score represents the student’s use of complex syntax in English.  

I scored grammaticality (based on the Standard English dialect) by assigning the 

student one point for each utterance that was grammatically correct. These points were 

totaled and divided total number of phrases and then multiplied by 100 to give a 

percentage. I also calculated a measure of morphology, Mean Length of Utterance 

(MLU). This measure counts morphemes per utterance. I transcribed utterances to 

indicate each morpheme in the SALT program. The SALT program automatically 

calculated MLU by counting each morpheme and dividing it by total number of phrases 

(Miller & Iglesias, 2010).  
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I derived a measure of semantics in English and Hmong using Type Token Ratio 

(TTR) (Owens, 2008). The SALT program calculated the total number of different words 

and divided that by the total number of words. This measure assumed that a more varied 

vocabulary in a short sample indicates use of a more complex and varied vocabulary of 

the student. TTR was calculated using language analysis software (SALT) (Miller & 

Iglesias, 2010). 

I conducted a meaning level analysis on the language sample by qualitatively 

analyzing the content of the responses both in English and Hmong. I also compared 

Hmong and English samples to one another for completeness. I focused on which 

language students were able to use language to more coherently and completely express 

themselves.  

Reading assessment. My reading assessment protocol consisted of evaluation of 

word- and text-level skills.  I assessed word-level skills of word recognition, fluency and 

orthography. I assessed orthography using a developmental spelling inventory (Bear et 

al., 2008). This inventory consisted of a series of words that sampled various 

orthographic features. I read out loud 25 words and asked students to spell those words 

the best they could. I calculated words spelled correctly and feature points to create a 

total score. I also derived a spelling stage to indicate developmental level.  

I measured word recognition using a graded word list (Leslie & Caldwell, 2009b). 

I obtained a percentage of words correct by dividing the total number of words 

recognized correctly by the total number of words for the second grade word list. I 

assessed fluency and accuracy using a second grade reading passage (Leslie & Caldwell, 
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2009b). I chose the second grade passage based on my pilot study. This level of passage 

seemed to be useful in determining decoding skills for both groups (not too difficult for 

below grade level readers and not too easy for at grade level readers). I chose a passage 

on the topic of seasons because I felt that this was something that students have 

experienced. It was important to use the same passage across students so I could compare 

student performance. Before reading the passage, students answered three prior 

knowledge/concept questions about information that was presented in the passage. 

Students read this passage out loud. I timed the students’ reading and recorded their 

errors online. I calculated words correct per minute (WCPM) for each student as 

prescribed in the testing manual.  

I assessed reading comprehension using the same passage as the decoding tasks 

(Leslie & Caldwell, 2009b). Immediately following their oral reading, I prompted the 

students to retell the information in the passage by asking, “Can you tell me everything 

you remember from the story.” When students paused, I asked them if they remembered 

anything else. I recorded the students' retellings, transcribed, and analyzed it based on the 

retell scoring guide provided in the QRI-5 (Leslie & Caldwell, 2009b). This assessment 

gave a percentage of the number of ideas recalled out of the total number of ideas from 

the text. Following the retell of the story, I asked the students eight open-ended questions 

and I transcribed students’ answers verbatim on the score sheet. I scored these questions 

as correct or incorrect with the specific answer as specified in the QRI-5 manual. Four of 

these questions are explicit in nature (answer could be found in the text) and four 
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questions are implicit in nature (answer must be inferred based on what was in the text). I 

totaled correct questions and calculated a percent accuracy.  

I also assessed reading and listening comprehension using a more authentic 

passage and task (one passage for reading comprehension and one passage for listening 

comprehension). Based on a pilot study I conducted with fourth grade Hmong students, I 

decided to include an additional reading comprehension measure. From my pilot study 

data, many students seemed disengaged reading a standard assessment passage. These 

passages were printed on a piece of white paper with black writing and no pictures and 

topics were generally uninteresting. It was apparent that all students, even those who 

were identified as proficient readers, weren’t able to answer comprehension questions 

accurately and had difficulty retelling the story. I questioned the validity and authenticity 

of these passages and decided that I was in need of rich texts that were high quality. 

Because of the limited time available in the after school program these passages had to be 

short. I decided to use high quality passages that met predetermined criteria used in 

recently completed work on accessible reading assessments (Dillon et al., 2008; Dillon, 

Thurlow, O'Brien, Kelly, & Beaton, 2009; Kelly, Mahowald, Dillon, O’Brien, & 

Thurlow, 2011).  

I chose four passages and incorporated some procedures from the original study 

on accessible reading assessment (Dillon et al., 2008; Dillon et al., 2009; Kelly et al., 

2011). I selected two passages were narrative and two passages were expository 

(passages that I chose are described in Appendix D). I presented the passages and 

students were able to choose the story that interested them by looking at the pictures 
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while I read the titles. I pointed out which stories were nonfiction and fiction and 

explained what that meant. After choosing their first passage, I asked the students if they 

wanted me to read it out loud or if they wanted to read it silently. Immediately following 

the story, students gave a summary of the story. I asked students to summarize the story 

and reminded them to give a main ideas and supporting details. I transcribed this 

summary verbatim.  

I scored the summaries using a summary rubric (See Appendix E) (Taylor, 

Peterson, Pearson, & Rodriguez, 2002; Taylor, Pearson, Peterson, & Rodriguez, 2003; 

Taylor, Pearson, Peterson, & Rodriguez, 2005). The summary is scored based on a rating 

of one through four. To score a one, the student offers little or no information about the 

passage, retelling is incomprehensible and stated ideas do not relate to the selection. To 

score a two, a student relates details only and retelling is incomplete or misconstrued. The 

student is unable to recall the gist of the selection. To score a three, students must relate 

some main ideas and some supporting details and the retelling is fairly coherent. Finally, 

to score a four, the student must summarize all major points and include all appropriate 

supporting details; there is a high degree of completeness and coherence. Following the 

summary, students answered seven multiple-choice comprehension questions about the 

passages (Dillon et al., 2009). I scored the multiple choice questions by totaling the 

number correct over the total number and multiplying by 100. 

Additionally, I asked students a series of questions to determine what students 

thought of the passage after they read it. I asked them: a) if they liked the passage, why or 

why not, b) if the passage was interesting, why or why not and c) if the passage was hard 
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to read, why or why not. I interviewed the students to determine what students thought of 

the passages. I wanted to know if they did choose a passage that was interesting to read 

and if their perception of interest was related to comprehension. I also wanted to know 

how they perceived the difficulty of the task compared with their actual performance on 

the task (Kelly et. al., 2011). This procedure was repeated for the second passage in 

which students chose from the remaining three passages. Depending on whether the 

student previously participated in listening comprehension or reading comprehension, 

they either read quietly or I read the second passage out loud to them.  

I utilized reading and listening comprehension task to capture the student’s most 

optimal performance. I intended to motivate students by using high interest passages and 

by offering a choice on which passage to read (Kelly, et. al., 2011). I also used this task 

to determine differences between listening and reading comprehension abilities in 

students and how students perceived their performance on a task (Conlon et al., 2006).  

Self-Perceptions. Reading self-perception. I assessed reading self-perception 

using the Reader Self-Perception Scale (RSPS) and scoring sheet (Henk & Melnick, 

1995). I followed the administration directions completely. I explained what the 

assessment was and gave the students the example question. I then read the test items out 

loud to the students and explained choices if needed. I encouraged students to ask 

questions if they did not understand a test item. I scored the survey following the 

procedures indicated and I derived a total score of reader’s self-perception and sub-scores 

in physical state, relationship, progress and comparison. The total score can be compared 
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with other students’ scores. The subtest scores can be compared to norms (Henk & 

Melnick, 1995). 

 I conducted one structured interview to gather data about students’ perceptions of 

language and literacy (Frederick & Mahowald, 2010). The interview is considered 

structured because I asked the same questions of all students and in the same order 

(Merriam, 2009). I did not deviate from the interview guide except to prompt a student to 

elaborate, clarify or expand on what was said. I gathered information about student 

perceptions of language context, status, learning and proficiency. I asked students 

questions such as, “What languages do you speak? Who do you know who speaks good 

Hmong? How is it good?” I also gathered students’ perceptions of academic and reading 

skills. In this portion of the interview, I asked questions such as, “Are you good at 

reading? How do you know? Does your teacher think you are good at reading? How do 

you know?”  Interview questions are located in Appendix F. I recorded, transcribed and 

analyzed each individual interview.  

I also used the interview to gather information about each student’s educational 

and language background. To collect this information, I first went to the students’ data 

that were provided by classroom teachers. After trying to gather this data in a more 

standardized way, it was suggested to me by the ESL teacher to simply ask the students 

where they were born and where they went to school for kindergarten. The ESL teacher 

confirmed this demographic information later through students’ cumulative files.  
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Procedure. The complete test protocol is described in Appendix G. The 

procedure at the student level portion of this study consists of assessment sessions and 

classroom observations.  

Individual assessment. All assessments were completed over four to six sessions 

in the after school program. The students participated in assessment during the homework 

hour (either first or second hour of the after school program). Once I initiated assessment, 

assessment sessions continued concurrently until all measures were completed. For 

example, I asked the same student to come for four to five consecutive sessions. I asked 

students if they wanted to participate daily, so they had the option to remain in their after 

school classroom when they wanted.  

I completed all assessments in one-on-one testing sessions. I determined which 

assessments to administer based on the students’ preference and the allotted time. Time 

was an issue in assessment sessions; students transitioned from homework activities to 

gym, art or music or vice versa after 45 minutes. I took advantage of the time I had by 

organizing testing sessions based on what could be completed in that timeframe. When 

possible, I gave students a choice of which type of assessment they would like to 

complete. I offered choice as a way to develop trust and rapport as well as give students 

who struggle in particular areas (such as reading out loud) opportunity to postpone the 

assessment until they were more comfortable. Following each assessment, I gave students 

a choice to continue or discontinue the session. I administered all assessments as 

prescribed by test procedures or manuals unless otherwise described in the materials 

section.  
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 Classroom observations. I completed classroom observations during literacy 

block in a typical school day. The classrooms I observed use the literacy curriculum 

mandated by the district. This curriculum includes one hour reading block with guided 

and independent reading. The teacher, an intervention specialist and/or ESL teacher lead 

small groups during guided reading. Classroom #1 and #2 have very similar time 

allotments for each guided reading group and for the entire literacy block period (60 

minutes). Classroom #3 has less time allotted for guided reading instruction (closer to 45 

minutes) so some time differences are noted in observations.  

I observed each student in both independent reading and guided reading groups on 

three opportunities over the course of two months. I conducted observations on a regular 

basis (three times per week depending on school schedule). The primary focus of 

classroom observations was how students demonstrate reading and language skills and 

on-task behavior within the classroom context. These observations were holistic in nature 

(Patton, 2002).  

After acclimating to the literacy block, I determined that a time sample procedure 

would be used. I observed each student (maximum of three students at one time) and 

recorded a sample of behavior that occurred during a one-minute interval (Kennedy, 

2005). I used a stopwatch and a data collection guide to take notes in each classroom. I 

designed a data collection guide with participant names recorded at the top of the page 

with one-minute intervals down the side of the page. At the one-minute mark (:00 on my 

stopwatch), I observed each student for 10 seconds, took notes for 10 seconds and moved 

onto the next student repeating the same procedure. This occurred every minute during 
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the literacy block. During guided reading groups, I took copious notes on student 

behavior and what types of activities the students were engaged in during small groups. 

During independent reading, I took notes on student behaviors and when possible what 

types of books students were reading.  

 I acclimated to this school’s literacy block during a series of four observations in 

two classrooms in which I observed approximately five students in my study. Following 

these observations, I operationalized a definition of “on-task” behavior. I define on-task 

in guided reading groups as attention being focused on reading materials, teacher or peers 

(as determined by eye gaze). Since all students in guided reading were generally on task, 

I also included a measure of “on-task active.” I define on-task active as answering 

questions in writing or out loud or reading silently or out loud. I define “on task” 

behavior in independent reading as eye gaze on book and turning pages at a steady rate, 

writing in book log or worksheets as given by the teacher. I considered behaviors for both 

guided reading and independent reading “off task,” such as “going to bathroom,” or 

“passing out papers.” When I was taking notes during observations, direct behaviors were 

noted and written down. 

I collected field notes in an ongoing manner and entered them into an excel file by 

student name. I separated below and at grade level readers into different worksheets. I 

entered these time samples directly into excel, each box representing one-minute intervals 

for each student. I coded these time samples for demonstrations of language and literacy 

skills and on task/off task behavior.  
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Classroom noise and group structure inhibited my observations of oral and written 

language skills during guided reading. The classrooms usually had two or three groups 

running simultaneously and approximately two-thirds of students engaged in independent 

reading. Because of this, I was often not able to get close enough to hear student 

responses in groups without being disruptive. The question/answer structure of the guided 

reading groups inhibited demonstration of language and reading skills for students who 

were not independently answering questions. While students were reading independently, 

they were sitting at their desks and reading self-selected books. I could only observe 

active behavior without disrupting the natural context of the classroom. For example, I 

could observe how much time was spent reading and but couldn’t observe if they were 

decoding accurately or comprehending their text.  

During these observations, I was observer as participant. It was difficult to collect 

the data within the classroom without interacting with students due to the nature of the 

relationship with students (completing individual assessments with students prior or 

concurrent with classroom observations). Prior to classroom observations, I informed 

students that I would be visiting during literacy block. I told them I would be observing 

the kind of work they did in their classroom.  

When I came to classrooms, I took a seat wherever I could find one. When 

students were in guided reading, I moved closer to the table to be able to hear teacher 

prompts and student responses. I often could not hear exactly how students responded 

(due to classroom noise and quiet voices) but I could infer from the teacher’s response. 

During independent reading, I was able to observe behavior from a distance, since 
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students were not likely to be engaged in conversation. Again, I took field notes on what 

specific skills students were demonstrating, writing copious notes on the behaviors 

exhibited in relation to the aspects of language and reading (Merriam, 2009). Some 

examples of field notes were, “writing on a worksheet with friend,” “pulled out work, 

papers on table in front of him and waiting for teacher,” and “eyes on book and turning 

page.” 

Analytic Methods. I analyzed data in an ongoing manner throughout data 

collection. Data analysis consisted of two stages. First, I scored and studied all 

assessments. I calculated means, standard deviations and ranges on all assessments for 

the two predetermined groups of students (below and grade-level readers). In the second 

stage of data analysis I analyzed interview and observation data. I organized the interview 

data by first splitting up language and reading data. I organized an excel file by categories 

of language context, status, proficiency and learning (see Appendix F for categories and 

questions that relate to categories). I then organized student utterances by question so that 

each student’s response could be compared to the others. I completed a question-by-

question comparative analysis with the whole group and with at grade level readers and 

below grade level readers (Patton, 2002). I completed the same process with the 

responses about reading. I also analyzed language and reading data to determine the 

frequency of response, allowing generation of particular and general descriptive data to 

support claims (Erickson, 1986). I analyzed the groups of students, as well as individual 

students’ entire transcripts.  
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  I coded field notes from observations using the time sample data. I coded each 

minute sample as either on-task or off-task for independent reading time or on-task, off 

task or on-task active for guided reading time. For independent reading, I tallied any box 

that had on-task behavior and divided by the total number of minutes observed. I 

multiplied by 100 in order to obtain a percentage of one-minute intervals of on-task 

behavior observed. For guided reading, I tailed on-task active and divided by the total 

number of minutes observed. I multiplied by 100 in order to obtain a percentage of one-

minute intervals of on-task active behavior observed. I calculated totals of on-task/on-

task active for each student as well as across groups. I reviewed the data extensively to 

draw conclusions and determine patterns.  

Collective case study. I condensed and sorted the data into two groups (at grade 

level readers and below grade level readers) using an excel program format. I generated 

means for all numerical assessments and organized all qualitative data based on these 

groups (and obtained frequencies when necessary). By setting up the data in this way, I 

was able to compare across groups and determine patterns within each group. I 

considered all assessments and determined which showed difference in scores for at and 

below grade level readers. For these selected assessments, I calculated a total mean for all 

participants, below grade level mean and at grade level mean.  

 Individual case studies: Building profiles. After completing my collective case 

study, I studied the individual student cases. I used state reading assessment scores, 

selected individual assessment scores and on-task behavior to create a table indicating 

strengths and weaknesses (using +/-). I used the assessments that proved to demonstrate 
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patterns in performance from the collective case studies. I used the following assessments 

to represent oral language: 

• Hmong TACL  

• Grammatical Morphemes subtest from the TACL-3  

• Grammaticality index from the English language sample.  

I used the following assessments to represent word-level skills: 

• Total score on spelling inventory 

• WCPM from the second grade passage 

• Word recognition score from the second grade word-level list.  

Text-level skill assessments used: 

• Listening and reading comprehension task with questions answered correctly and 

summaries 

• The comprehension portion of the second grade passage using percentage of ideas 

recalled and questions answered correctly.  

Finally, I used the RSPS score to determine reading self-perception. I used the total group 

average to test individual students scores. For example, I compared a student’s score with 

the mean score, if they had a score higher than the mean they received a /+/, if they had a 

score lower than the mean they received a /-/. I created a chart where I gave a /+/ if the 

student scored above this total average. Then across the dimensions of Hmong oral 

language, English oral language, word-level, text-level and self-perceptions I was able to 

indicate a relative strength or weakness in the factor studied. From this analysis, I was 
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able to group students who had similar profiles together. These profiles assisted my 

descriptions of reading proficiency.   

Establishing overall assertion. Finally, after analyzing the qualitative and 

quantitative data, I formulated assertions across data sets. These assertions were tested in 

the collective case study groups and individual students. In the upcoming chapter, I 

present the results of the district level analysis and collective case study analysis together. 

I will then zoom in on the particular cases and present profiles of students. Finally, I will 

provide assertions and patterns across all results and data sources.  
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Chapter 4 

Results 

 In this chapter, I present the results from my mixed methods study. I first present 

the results of the district level analysis and the collective case study results. Following 

this, I present profiles that emerged from the individual case studies. Finally, I describe 

the profiles through exemplar cases.  

District Level Results 

The state reading assessment is a standardized test that evaluates reading 

comprehension.  In April, third through 12th grade students take the reading assessment.  

There are four passages that can be administered over two testing sessions. Students read 

the passages and answer multiple-choice questions. This state assessment is a criterion 

referenced/standards based assessment designed to demonstrate mastery of state level 

standards. Items were designed in three categories reflecting the state standards in 

reading: Comprehension, Vocabulary Expansion and Literature. I use the total standard 

score in this analysis.  

How are fourth grade Hmong students currently performing on state reading  

assessments? The participating school district is highly diverse. Hmong students make 

up 20% of the total 2878 fourth graders. The participants in this study reflect this overall 

district makeup.  I used frequency data to analyze performance of all fourth grade 

students. Using the three groups (Hmong, English and other), I determined the percent of 

students reaching the proficiency standard in reading by completing a frequency analysis. 

I found that 35% of fourth grade Hmong students are meeting proficiency standards on 
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the state assessment (M=445.45, SD=13.02). Fifty-nine percept of students from English 

speaking homes are meeting standards (M=454.41, SD=18.75). Forty-three percent of 

students from other home languages are meeting state proficiency in reading (M=448.09, 

SD=15.09). This preliminary data indicates that a majority of Hmong students are not 

meeting proficiency standards (see Table 3).  

Table 3. 

Fourth Grade Students Meeting Proficient Reading Standard on State Assessment 

    

 Hmong English Other 

Mean 444.45 454.41 448.09 

Standard 
Deviation 

13.02 18.75 15.09 

Percentage  35% 59% 43% 

 

I completed a statistical analysis on all the fourth graders in the district under 

study. I used three home language groups: Hmong, English and other. The dependent 

variable I used for this analysis was the scale score for the total reading comprehension 

state assessment. Using these three groups and total scale scores, a one-way analysis of 

variance (ANOVA) indicated that there were significant differences among the reading 

assessment score for Hmong (M=445.54, SD=18.75), English (M=454.41, SD=13.05) 

and other home languages (M=447.81, SD=16.09), F(2, 2875) = 73.66, p < 01. I share 

detailed information below. 

How do fourth grade Hmong students perform on state reading assessments 
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in comparison to other second-language learners and monolingual English students 

in one urban school district? Planned contrasts revealed that there was 

a significant difference in total state reading assessment scores between all three groups. 

Having a home language of Hmong contrasted to all other groups (p=.01). Hmong 

students scored significantly lower on the state reading assessment than students with 

other home languages and students who speak only English. The issue of ELL status is 

important to better understand.  There are essentially two groups of students within this 

home language breakdown who should be considered: students who are Hmong and are 

classified as ELL (and other and classified as ELL) and students who are Hmong who are 

not classified as ELL (and students who are other and are not classified as ELL).   

Hmong students with ELL status. Ninety percent of fourth grade Hmong students 

are classified as ELL. Seventy-nine percent of students with other home language 

backgrounds are classified as ELL. A one-way ANOVA completed on all the fourth 

graders classified as ELL (n=985) indicate that there is no significant difference on total 

state reading assessment scores between students who have Hmong as a home language 

(M=443.67   SD =11.73) and are classified as ELL than students who have other home 

languages and are classified as ELL (M=443.01  SD=13.51), F(1, 983) = .66, p=.42 (see 

Table 4). 

Hmong students without ELL status. Ten percent of 4th grade Hmong students 

are not classified as ELL.  Twenty-one percent of students with other home language 

backgrounds are not classified as ELL. Results of a one-way ANOVA indicate that there 

is a significant difference in reading assessment score on state assessments between the 
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three groups of students (Hmong, English and other language) for students who are not 

receiving ELL services, (n=1893) F(2, 1890) = 24.72, p=.00. Planned contrasts between 

all groups reveal that there is a difference between Hmong students (M=461.55, 

SD=12.99) and native English-speaking students (M=454.41, SD=18.75), p=.00 and 

Hmong students and students from other home languages (M=465.53  SD =11.90), 

p=.046 (see Table 4). 

Table 4.  

Fourth Grade Students’ Performance on State Reading Assessment With and Without ELL Status 

 Hmong Other 

Designated as ELL Yes No Yes No 

Percentage of that population 

Mean 

Standard Deviation 

90% 

443.67 

11.73 

10% 

461.55 

12.99 

79% 

443.01 

13.51 

21% 

465.53 

11.90 

 

Hmong students with free/reduced lunch status. One way of measuring 

socioeconomic status is using eligibility for free/reduced lunch (F/RL). Fourth grade 

Hmong students are over-represented in the district as receiving free/reduced lunch.  

Nearly 90% of students who have a home language of Hmong are receiving free and 

reduced lunch. Eighty-eight percent of students from other home language backgrounds 

and 37% of native-English speaking students receive free and reduced lunch. A one-way 

ANOVA was completed for students who receive free and reduced lunch to determine if 

there are differences in performance on reading assessments based on home language. 

The ANOVA indicated that for students who are receiving free/reduced lunch (n=2086) 
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(F(2, 2083) = 4.29, p=.00) there are significant differences of reading assessment scores 

based on home language. I used planned contrasts to determine differences between 

groups revealed that there are significant difference in reading assessment scores of 

student who are native English speakers (M=446.86 SD=15.20) and Hmong (M=444.93 

SD=12.87), p=.01.  I found no significant differences between Hmong and other home 

languages (M=445.08  SD =14.96), p=.87 (see Table 5).  

Table 5.  

Fourth Grade Students’ Performance on State Reading Assessment With and Without F/RL Status 

 Hmong Other English 

F/RL Yes No Yes No Yes No 

Percentage 90% 10% 88% 12% 37% 63% 

Mean 444.93 450.98 445.08 461.25 446.86 465.20 

Standard 
Deviation 

12.87 13.61 14.96 14.66 15.20 17.99 

 

Hmong students without free/reduced lunch status. A one-way ANOVA of 

reading assessment scores for students who do not qualify for free/reduced lunch differ 

significantly based on home language (n=792) (F(2, 789) = 27.65, p =.00). I used planned 

contrasts to determine group differences. I found significant differences between Hmong 

students (M=450.98 SD=13.61), native English speakers (M=467.08 SD=17.27) and 

other home languages (M=461.25 SD=14.66), p=.00 (see Table 5). Fourth grade Hmong 

students who do not have a socioeconomic indicator of free/reduced lunch are still failing 

to do as well as their bilingual counterparts and monolingual English students. 

Student Level Results 
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I sought to answer the question: how does reading proficiency as determined by 

classroom teacher and district assessments relate to oral and written language 

development in individual reading assessment and to classroom performance in a group 

of ten fourth grade Hmong students? My analysis includes two steps: a collective case 

study analysis of the group level data and an individual case study analysis to determine 

similarities across students.  

Collective case study: Analysis of student group data. In order to describe 

skills of at grade level and below grade level readers, I analyzed the student level data 

first as a collective group composed of all participating students in each category (Yin, 

2009). In the next section I examine district/state assessments, individual assessments, 

interview and classroom observations. 

 District/state assessments. Based on their district level assessment completed in 

September 2010, teachers identified grade level readers (Tony, Pa Chia, Destiny, Houa 

and Thao) and below grade level readers (Chai, Suefeng, Lilly, Yang and Charlotte).  

Fourth grade teachers used the district assessments to identify students as grade or below 

at grade level readers. All of the at grade level readers were reading at the fourth grade 

level based on district assessments. On state reading assessments four out of the five 

students met passing criteria. The range of state reading assessment scores was 345-370 

for grade level readers with a mean score of 356.  Below grade level readers (Chai, 

Suefeng, Lilly, Yang, and Charlotte) were reading at a first grade level based on district 

assessments. On state reading assessments one out of the five below grade level readers 
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met passing criteria. The range of state reading scores was 318-359 for below grade level 

readers with a mean score of 334. 

 Individual assessment. Individual assessments are organized by oral language, 

reading assessment, perceptions and classroom observations.  

Oral language assessment. Results of individual oral language assessment scores 

are shown in Table 6. Grade level readers scored only slightly higher in the Hmong 

TACL-3. I used district norms to gauge Hmong oral language proficiency (M=95) (Harty, 

personal communication, 2010).  Both group means were below this district average (at 

grade level readers M=91, below grade level readers M=89). Though both means were 

below the district average, the at grade level readers scored higher in their total score on 

the Hmong TACL-3. The subtest scores did not show any differences, in some cases the 

below grade level readers scoring higher than the grade level readers. Based on a content 

and mean length of phrase analysis, expressive language measures in Hmong were not 

indicative of any substantial differences across groups of at grade and below grade level 

readers.  

In English receptive language tasks, the only difference in subtest scores on the 

TACL-3 was in the Grammatical Morphemes subtest (at grade level readers’ M=6.2, 

below grade level readers’ M=5.4). When I analyzed the expressive language measures, 

the grade level readers scored higher on grammaticality (Gram.), complexity (CI) and 

mean length of utterance (MLU) at grade level readers performed higher on these tasks. 

In other words, at grade level readers used more morphemes per phrase in English, more 
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complex sentences and higher percentage of utterances were scored grammatically 

correct according to Standard English.  

Table 6.  

Means and Ranges of Collective Case Study Results for Individual Oral Language Assessment  

 Hmong 
TACL-3 

English TACL-
3 Grammatical 

Morphemes 

English 
Language 
Sample – 

MLU 

English 
Language 

Sample – CI 

English 
Language 
Sample – 

Gram. 
At Grade 91.6  

(84-96) 

6.2  

(5-9) 

8.48  

(6.04-10.14) 

4.75  

(3.77-5.95) 

56%  

(35-73%) 

Below  89.6 

 (85-95) 

5.4  

(5-7) 

8.12  

(6.81-9.92) 

4.27  

(3.64-4.36) 

44%  

(22-77%) 

 

 Individual reading assessment. Tables 7 and 8 display the results of the individual 

reading assessment.  I determined that students would all read at the second grade level to 

be able to compare students on the same passage. I utilized a second grade word list to 

estimate if this reading level was appropriate for individual students. Grade level readers 

had higher accuracy on average than the below grade level readers (M=91% for grade 

level and M=79% for below grade level readers).  

To gather information about their background knowledge, I asked three concept 

questions before students read the passage.  Grade level readers generally knew more 

ideas about the story (4/5 at grade level readers knew 2-3 ideas that were presented in the 

story). Below grade level readers less background knowledge prior to reading the passage 

(3/5 below grade level readers knew no information or one idea). At grade level readers 

also performed better on word- and text level skills in the reading assessment that was 
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completed. At grade level readers had a mean of 107 words correct per minute (WCPM) 

and below grade level readers had a mean of 82 WCPM.  Spelling skills were also 

distinctive; grade level readers scored a mean of 60.6 total points on the spelling 

assessment whereas below grade level readers had a mean of 40.4 total points. As a 

result, grade level readers were operating from the Within Word stage to Syllables and 

Affixes level of orthographic understanding while below grade level readers ranged from 

the spelling stages of Letter-Name/Alphabetic to Syllables and Affixes. Grade level 

readers were able to spell words with long vowels or complex vowel patterns. Below 

grade level readers were consistent on using beginning and ending consonants, and short 

vowels. 

 Comprehension skills were also different for the two groups.  After reading the 

second grade passage, at grade level readers recalled more ideas (M=23% ideas recalled) 

and answered more questions (M=68% correct) than below grade level readers (M=13% 

ideas recalled, M=30% questions answered correctly). Despite these differences in 

results, it should be noted that at grade level readers performed poorly (3/5 students’ 

comprehension of a second grade passage was in frustration level). 

At grade level readers did poorly on the reading and listening comprehension-

tasks despite strong word-level skills.  At grade level readers answered 57% of questions 

correctly in both conditions (reading and listening). At grade level readers scored an 

average of 2.6 using the summary rubric. This score indicates that on average, at grade 

level readers were relating details only and unable to recall a gist; the retelling was 

incomplete and ideas were misconstrued. Below grade level readers answered 40% of 
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questions correctly during the listening comprehension-task and 43% of questions correct 

during the reading comprehension-tasks. Below grade level readers generally scored 

lower in their summaries than the at grade level readers (M=1.6) indicating that most of 

the summaries had little information and were incomplete.  

Table 7.  

Means and Ranges of Collective Case Study Results in Word-Level Assessments  

 Word List  WCPM Spelling Inventory – 
total points 

 

At Grade Level 

 

91% (95-100%) 

 

106.6 (78-119) 

 

60.6 (40-69) 

Below Grade Level 79% (45-100%) 82.4 (61-110) 44 (14-67) 

Table 8. 

Means and Ranges of Collective Case Study Results in Text-Level skills  

 2nd grade 
% ideas 

2nd grade 
% quest. 

Listening 
comp. – 

summary 

Listening 
comp. -

questions 

Reading 
comp. - 

summary 

 Reading 
comp. – 

 questions 
At 
Grade 

23% 

 (14-36%) 

68%  

(50-88%) 

2.6  

(2-3) 

57%  

(43-100%) 

2.6  

(2-4) 

57%  

(51-71%) 

Below  13%  

(2-20%) 

30%  

(0-62.5%) 

2  

(1-3) 

40%  

(29-71%) 

1.6  

(1-3) 

43% 

 (29-71%) 

 

 After reading the passages, I asked students if they liked the story.  Only Charlotte 

indicated that one passage was not interesting. Charlotte read the passage about a dog 

race. She said that the story was not interesting because although she liked dogs, she 

didn’t know a lot of information about them.  All five at grade level readers indicated 

they liked the expository texts because those passages had “facts.”  Two of the five below 
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grade level readers indicated that they liked the narrative text because they learned a 

lesson. Below grade level readers expressed difficulty by talking about “hard words” and 

unfamiliar ideas (3/5 students). At grade level readers indicated that they knew the words 

or there were “some hard words and some easy words” (two students), that they had prior 

knowledge on the topic (one student) or liked learning new ideas (two students). Houa (at 

grade level reader) indicated that the passage she read was difficult and it was the length 

of the passage that made it hard.  

 Self-Perceptions. Students completed the Readers’ Self-Perception Scale (RSPS) 

(Henk & Melnick, 1995). At grade level readers perceive reading on dimensions of 

observational comparison, progress in reading, social feedback and physiological states 

higher than below grade level readers (at grade level readers M=136, and below grade 

level M=118). During the language/literacy interview, at grade level readers talked about 

reading skills with more confidence then below grade level readers. At grade level 

readers indicated that their families thought they were good readers (4/5 students). At 

grade level readers were very confident that their teachers thought they were good 

readers (5/5 students), When asked, “Why does your teacher think you are a good reader, 

or how do you know?” at grade level readers indicated that their teacher listens to them 

read, gives them feedback and that many books are listed in their book log.  Below grade 

level readers were less certain, only two students indicated, “yes” their teacher thought 

they were good readers. Suefeng and Chai (below grade level readers) could not explain 

why or why not their teacher thought they were good readers; Lilly indicated that she got 
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good feedback; Charlotte said that her teacher watches her read; Yang said he is in a 

certain group.  

 The language/literacy interview revealed that all students in this study perceived 

themselves as speaking Hmong or both Hmong and English (no students reported only 

speaking English). All students reported speaking Hmong or Hmong and English at 

home. Two of the five at grade level readers speak both Hmong and English at school, 

with all other students speak English at school. When asked what Hmong is good for, 

students indicated talking to people, translating, and participating in cultural events. 

Three students indicated that English was good for learning in academic settings and 

translating. English was also reported as being good for talking to people (five students) 

and for school related tasks (five students).  I didn’t find any differences between at grade 

level and below grade level readers with language use in Hmong or English. 

 I found some differences between at grade and below grade level readers in 

language learning. Three students reported that no one is teaching them language in either 

English or Hmong, ten students indicated that a teacher is teaching them Hmong or 

English and three students indicated that a family member was teaching them Hmong or 

English. The students’ perceptions of language learning are that they are learning through 

explicit teaching (examples of how they are taught language included the explicit 

teaching of vocabulary, listening to how they say it, and being corrected).  By asking 

students what language they spoke when they were little, I found that eight of the ten 

students spoke Hmong. Destiny (at grade level) reported speaking English and Charlotte 

(below grade level) couldn’t remember. When asking what language students currently 
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speak, these students indicated Hmong or Hmong and English. When asked, “What 

language will you speak when you grow up?” two of the five at grade level readers said 

they would speak English only, and three at grade responded that they would be bilingual 

speakers of English and Hmong. Four below grade level readers indicated that they 

would speak English only and one student indicated that she would speak both English 

and Hmong.  

 Students in both groups had similar perceptions about language proficiency. Eight 

students indicated that their grandparents or other family members spoke Hmong well. 

Two students could not identify someone who they thought spoke Hmong well. When 

asked how [Hmong] is good, students reported that proficient Hmong speakers were: (1) 

born in Laos (one response), (2) teaching them, (3) talking to them in or encouraging 

them to use Hmong (three responses), (4) not good at English (one response), (5) using 

words make sense” (one response).  Students identified their teacher (seven responses) or 

friends and siblings (three responses) as being proficient English speakers. When asked 

how [English] is good, students reported that proficient English speakers were: (1) 

American, (2) born in America, (3) using English for a purpose (seven responses), (4) not 

making mistakes in English, (5) using big words or being able to use English to explain 

(three responses).  

 I explored language status by asking what language was the most important to 

speak. There were no differences between the two groups of students. Five students 

(three below grade level and two at grade level) indicated English. Four students (two 

below and two grade level) indicated both languages. Pa Chia selected Hmong (at grade 
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level).  When asked why, all but one student indicated because it is America and it is 

important to talk to “English people.” Pa Chia indicated that it was important to speak 

Hmong to teach Americans about Hmong.  

 Classroom observations. I conducted classroom observations concurrent with or 

following the assessments and interviews. I coded and sorted these observations into at 

grade and below grade level readers. I completed observations during both independent 

reading and guided reading lessons. Based on district and curricular assessments, students 

were assigned a text level. During independent reading, students were instructed to read a 

book at their independent reading level. Books were available in the classroom library. 

Students sat on the floor or at their desks and read or completed assignments 

independently.  Students also used independent reading time to choose books from the 

classroom library. During guided reading, students worked with a teacher (ESL teacher, 

intervention reading specialist, or classroom teacher) and a group of 3-10 other students. 

Guided reading groups were implemented consistently across the classrooms. Students 

engaged in answering questions, working on specific reading strategies, reading silently 

and reading out loud.  

During independent reading, at grade level readers were on-task (as defined by 

eyes on their book and steadily turning pages) 85% of the time. To be on-task for the 

maximum amount of time, students needed to be organized and ready to work. They had 

to have a book at their reading level at their desk and transition easily from their group 

work back to independent reading. At grade level readers transitioned easily and were 

able to spend most of their independent reading time reading. Below grade level readers 



 

 79 

were on-task 54% of the time during independent reading. When these students were off-

task they were often looking for books or taking a bathroom break.  Students, in general, 

were not deliberately being disruptive of their peers by talking or goofing off in the 

classroom. Instead, below grade level readers were not able to easily transition between 

guided reading groups and independent reading.  They took five to ten minutes to get 

settled into reading a book. Below grade level readers rotated through reading materials 

quickly. This could be due to their low reading level, which often dictated reading short 

picture books. Students needed to seek out additional reading material to continue to 

read.  Limited on-task time could have also been due to a lack of interest and a desire to 

change reading materials.  

Table 9.  

Collective Case Study Results for Classroom Observations in Independent and Guided Reading 

Means and Ranges of On-task Behavior 

 Independent work Guided Reading 

At Grade Level 85% (54-92%) 77% (80-89%) 

Below Grade Level 54% (48-87%) 57% (54-92%) 

 

 Because guided reading groups are designed for teachers to be constantly 

monitoring students, all students demonstrated on-task behavior (alternating gaze 

between book and teacher and following directions) for the entire session during guided 

reading.  There was a substantial difference between at grade and below grade level 

readers in on-task behavior that was active. Active participation was defined as using oral 

or written language to answer questions or reading silently or out loud. At grade level 
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readers were actively participating in groups 77% of the time and below grade level 

readers were actively participating 57% of the time. See Table 9 for group means of on-

task behavior during independent reading and guided reading.   

Results of individual case studies: Reader profiles. I saw patterns across 

individual case studies that helped me determine further subgroups for at and below 

grade level readers.   

Table 10. 

Profiles of Readers in Individual Case Study Analysis 

 Profile #1 
Tony, 
Destiny 

Profile #2 
Pa Chia, 
Houa 

Profile #3 
Thao 

Profile #4 
Suefeng, 
Charlotte 

Profile #5 
Lilly, Chai 

Profile #6 
Yang 

Hmong _ + + _ _ + 

English  + _ + _ _ + 

Word level  + + - _ _ + 

Text level  + + + _ + - 

On-task 
behavior 

+  + _ _ + - 

Reading self-
perceptions 

+ + _ _ _ + 

State reading 
assessment 

+ + _ _ _ + 

 

I analyzed individual student level data, looking for strengths in background 

knowledge, self-perception, word-level skills, text-level skills, observed on-task 

behavior, Hmong oral language skills and English oral language skills.  Pa Chia, Houa, 
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Alex and Destiny have strengths across all areas but differed their dominant language.  Pa 

Chia and Houa have higher skills in Hmong whereas Alex and Destiny have higher skills 

in English. The remaining at grade level reader (Thao) shows relative weakness in word-

level tasks (decoding and spelling) and on-task behavior, but strengths in text-level skills 

and expressive language in English.  

 Suefeng and Charlotte (below grade level readers) struggle in all areas 

(background knowledge, perception, word-level, text-level and oral language in both 

languages). Three students show some mixed strengths and weaknesses. Yang has 

strengths in background knowledge, self-perception and oral language. Yang is not easily 

able to stay on-task and has some difficulty comprehending. Chai and Lilly have on-task 

behavior and text-level skills and weaknesses in word level and oral language skills.  

Table 10 shows these profiles. In the next section these profiles will be described in more 

detail through describing exemplars.  

Profile #1: English-dominant proficient reader. Destiny and Tony demonstrated 

very similar patterns of performance. Both students were in high reading groups in their 

class, demonstrated proficiency on state assessment and individual assessment. Despite 

strengths in English oral language, reading, self-perceptions and on-task behavior, these 

students demonstrated weaknesses in their primary language. I chose to describe Tony 

because he represents a very successful and confident student. He was unique in the way 

that he presented himself in the classroom.  He is very active but maintains focus on the 

activities he needed to be involved in.  
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Tony. Tony is an at grade level reader in classroom #1.  Tony is an eager, almost 

hyperactive boy and this was demonstrated both in class and in his after school program.  

He greeted me excitedly even after participating in active sports. His long hair would 

nearly always be sweaty around his face and he would ask if he could work with me first. 

Tony did not necessarily want to work, instead he wanted to talk and be outside his 

classroom. Tony’s excitement and easygoing nature made him a very likeable student. 

Tony was reading at a fourth grade level and scored 370 on his state reading assessment 

indicating that he exceeds standards in reading. Tony was the only participant who was 

exited from ELL services.  

Tony was born in the United States and reported that he spoke Hmong as a child. 

Currently, Tony speaks both Hmong and English and sees himself as being bilingual 

moving into adulthood. Tony comes from a home where his parents and extended family 

speak Hmong, but he is using primarily English with his cousins and siblings. He 

describes using Hmong to talk to his grandparents who don’t speak English. At school, 

Tony speaks Hmong and English with his friends. “My teachers they’re American and 

my friends are Hmong, so if I talk Hmong to my teachers they will not know what I am 

saying.” It is apparent that Hmong carries both a functional and cultural use for Tony. He 

speaks Hmong to those who know only Hmong and likes to play soccer and celebrate 

Hmong New Year. He speaks of these cultural activities as though they are part of what it 

means to be Hmong. 

Tony perceives himself as being an English learner. He indicates that he is not 

learning how to speak Hmong because, “I know Hmong mostly, so my teacher only told 
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me how to speak, to learn English.” Tony reports that English is the most important 

language to speak because “a lot of the people in the United States speak English.” He 

perceives good language by using it. When asked how Hmong and English is good, Tony 

responded that his teacher is a proficient English speaker, “Cause she always talks 

English to us.” He identifies his grandparents as proficient Hmong speakers because, 

“They always talk Hmong to us.”  

Tony’s expressive and receptive English skills are well developed. He scored in 

the 50th percentile on the TACL-3 (this assessment is not normed on Hmong students, so 

this is compared to English-only speaking peers). His highest subtest on the TACL-3 was 

Vocabulary where he scored in the 63rd percentile. When comparing to students on the 

Grammatical Morphemes and Elaborated Phrases/Sentences subtests, Tony scored the 

highest among his peers. On the Hmong version of the TACL-3, Tony scored 92, which 

is just below the average of the norms collected locally (M=95).  He scored highest in 

Vocabulary knowledge identifying 42/45 (93%) of target items.  

On expressive language tasks, Tony scored above the total mean score in 

complexity (M=4.51, Tony’s score = 4.80) and below the mean in grammaticality 

(Tony’s score = 38%, M=52%). On the Hmong language sample, Tony code switched to 

English throughout and even indicated frustration with speaking Hmong (English is 

coded in bold letters), “I see, I see, urg, I keep saying English words…” and “Her mom 

put sweet water in a cup and gave it to her and I forgot about it.”  

There was a difference in Tony’s expressive and receptive use of both English 

and Hmong. When comparing his language samples, he was able to elaborate and provide 
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more detailed answers in English. He demonstrated greater understanding of structural 

features in both languages than he was able to employ himself. In other words, his 

receptive language is more advanced than his expressive language. Tony’s language 

sample was also much more comprehensive than his peers. When looking at his English 

and Hmong language sample, he was able to describe objects both in sight and out of 

sight. He used adjectives to describe both physical and functional features of the objects. 

He was able to retell a story in English and did this through internalizing the story and 

actually stepping into the story and manipulating the story (Sipe, 2008). For example, the 

story indicated that the little girl didn’t like something. Tony said, “Then she drinked it 

and she say, “eww!” Tony also described a procedure in both English and Hmong, 

including all the important details. 

Tony demonstrates strong word-level skills. Tony did understand some concepts 

prior to reading the second grade passage. For example, he knew what flowers needed to 

grow and he understood how seasons changed. Tony read the passage in two minutes and 

two seconds. He read 119 WCPM and made only four errors. It appeared that Tony’s 

errors were due to reading quickly. Tony retold seven ideas out of 42 total (17%) on this 

story. He retold only details from the story. Tony answered 7/8 questions correct. He 

missed one question which required implicit knowledge from the text. Tony’s 

performance on this measure indicates that a second grade passage is at his independent 

reading level and instructional comprehension level.  On the spelling assessment, Tony 

spelled 18 words correctly out of 25 (total points were 67, again above the average for the 
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at grade level readers). Tony fell in the middle of the Within Word Pattern stage. He had 

difficulty with vowel patterns, inflected endings, harder suffixes, bases and roots.  

On the reading and listening comprehension-tasks, Tony chose two expository 

texts. He indicated that he liked reading both passages, they were interesting and that 

both passages were easy because he knew the words and knew the ideas. When Tony 

read the passage silently, he answered 5/7 questions correctly. When I read the passage to 

Tony, he answered 4/7 questions correctly. The summaries that Tony provided consisted 

of details mostly facts and associations (Guthrie & Scaffidi, 2004). Though on one 

passage, Tony did recall a main idea: “It’s about bubbles. It can protect insects, 

amphibians from predators that eat them.” He continued to give supporting details. It is 

clear that Tony is able to decode and comprehend text easily.  

Tony’s total score on the RSPS was higher than any other participant. Tony is a 

good reader. He knows this and is confident in his skills. During the language/literacy 

interview Tony indicated that his teacher, classmates and family think that he is a good 

reader. He also reported that he is a good reader and he knows that because he, “Reads 

chapter books and a lot of books.” Tony reports that his classmates think he is a good 

reader and he is very confident about this statement saying, “cause when I read, they 

come over and say, ‘you’re a good reader.’” Tony feels good about himself when he 

reads out loud, “When I read, [my classmates] look and they listen and they don’t make 

noises.”  

Tony’s eagerness was apparent during classroom observations. Although he was 

very active, Tony did focus on his reading during independent reading time. I observed 
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Tony for a total of 80 minutes during independent reading. He was on-task 89% of one-

minute intervals. I observed him being off-task for nine minutes. During the times he was 

off-task, seven of the minutes were spent looking for books. During guided reading, I 

observed Tony for 35 minutes. He was actively engaged in 83% of one-minute intervals. 

Tony answered nearly every question asked to the group. He often appeared distracted 

(playing with paperclips, moving in chair, standing up) but when the teacher asked a 

question, Tony almost always answered correctly. Tony was observed making 

connections on several opportunities, relating his life to the text. This might be a skill that 

has helped Tony become a more skilled reader.  

Profile #2: Hmong-dominant proficient reader. Based on the patterns of 

performance, I determined a second profile for the at grade level readers. Two grade level 

readers were grouped in this profile (Houa and Pa Chia). Houa and Pa Chia demonstrate 

strengths across the board in their understanding and use of Hmong and reading 

proficiency on individual and state assessments. They also demonstrate on task behavior 

in both guided and independent reading. Houa and Pa Chia demonstrate relative 

weakness in English oral language skills. Though I chose to report information about 

Houa, much of what I report about Houa can be immediately related to Pa Chia’s 

performance.  

Houa. Houa is an at grade level reader in classroom #2.  Houa is shy and 

reserved. She is always eager to work hard and demonstrate her skills. I remember when 

Houa took me into her classroom to show me her 15-page book log! She was very proud 

of her achievements in reading. Houa scored a 359 on her state reading assessment which 
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indicated that she meets standards in reading.  She is reading at a fourth grade level. Houa 

still receives ELL services.  

Houa was born in Thailand and reports that she spoke Hmong as a child. 

Currently, Houa speaks both Hmong and English, though when asked what languages she 

speaks, Houa said, “Hmong.” Houa keeps her language “worlds” very separate; she 

speaks Hmong at home and English as school. Houa perceives herself as being an 

English and Hmong language learner. Houa indicated that her teacher is teaching her 

English and her dad is teaching her Hmong by correcting her. She reported that teachers 

were good at English because, “Teachers are born in America” and that her dad is good at 

Hmong because, “He is not that very good at English.” It seems that to Houa, language 

proficiency is isolated to the language use and where an individual was born.   

Houa’s Hmong receptive skills are well-developed. On the Hmong version of the 

TACL-3, Houa performance was ranked the highest out of the ten students in this study 

and compared to the local norms, her score of 96 is one point higher than the mean. She 

scored 100% in both Vocabulary and Grammatical Sentences subtests. Houa’s 

performance on English receptive language tasks was not as strong. She scored in the 8th 

percentile on the TACL-3 and below the total group mean (M=82.9, Houa=79) on the 

English TACL-3.    

On expressive language tasks, in English, Houa scored below the total mean score 

in complexity (M=4.51, Houa’s score = 3.96) but above the total group mean in 

grammaticality (Houa’s score = 64%, M=50%). On the Hmong language sample, Houa 

completed all items. She was very talkative and enjoyed this task.  When comparing her 
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language sample in English and in Hmong, both samples were very similar in content. 

Houa generally uses short sentences, but her ideas are fully expressed. Houa’s language 

sample was also much more complete than her peers. In both her English and Hmong 

language sample, she was able to describe objects both in sight and out of sight. She used 

adjectives to describe both physical features of the objects. She was able to completely 

retell a short story in English and Hmong. Houa also described a procedure in both 

English and Hmong, including all the important details. Houa also demonstrated that she 

was able to use language to solve a problem in both English and Hmong. In Hmong, “I 

will ask my mom to see if she will give me money” and in English, “I go tell my dad and 

my dad take me to cousin because he has the pumper for the bikes.”  

Houa had strong word-level skills. She did understand concepts prior to reading 

the second grade passage. For example, she knew what flowers needed to grow, that 

animals hibernate and how seasons changed. Houa read the passage in two minutes and 

eleven seconds. She read 110 WCPM and made only six errors.  Houa’s errors are 

consistent with difficulty that Hmong students may have encountering text. Grammatical 

markers such as final /s/ that are absent in their primary language may also be absent 

from oral reading. Houa retold six ideas out of 42 total (14%) on this story. Her retellings 

were both main ideas and details from the story. Houa answered 4/8 questions correct. 

She missed two explicit and two implicit questions on this measure. Houa’s performance 

indicates that a second grade passage is at her independent reading level and frustration 

comprehension level. On the spelling assessment, Houa spelled 17 words correctly out of 

25 (total points were 69, again above the average for all readers). Houa fell in the Within 
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Word Pattern stage. She had difficulty with some vowel patterns, some inflected endings, 

harder suffixes, bases and roots.  

Houa chose to read one expository and one narrative text on the reading and 

listening comprehension-tasks.  I read out loud the narrative text and she indicated that 

she liked this story.  She said this story was “kind of” interesting and hard because it was 

a long passage. She read silently the expository passage and reported that she liked it 

because it, “Tells facts and it was kind of interesting and the words were not hard.” When 

Houa read the passage silently, she answered 4/7.  When I read the passage to Houa, she 

answered 7/7 questions correctly. Houa provided summaries following the story. For the 

narrative text (listening comprehension), Houa demonstrated an understanding of 

character’s goals and emotions. She related some main ideas and some supporting details; 

the retell was fairly coherent. “It’s about Susie and her dogs. Then they were having a 

race, but the dogs were sick. Fudge is the only dog that came to the race. They did not 

win, but Fudge did his best.” Houa demonstrated some conceptual understanding by 

providing some main ideas in the expository text (reading comprehension).  These ideas 

were not well formed and she did not provide details, “It’s about how they make bubbles, 

how the animals make bubbles, what they use the bubbles for, they tell how the bubbles 

is helpful and that’s all.”  

Houa scored above average on all subtests of the RSPS (progress, observational 

comparison, social feedback and physiological states). Houa knows she is a good reader. 

This was reflected in her comments in the language/literacy interview when Houa 

indicated that her teacher and parents think she is a good reader. Her teacher thinks she is 
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a good reader because, “I reads my books and when I pick my books, I read them and 

write them in my book log.” Houa wouldn’t say what her classmates thought of her 

reading, even with prompting. Houa also indicated that she was shy when she reads out 

loud in class, “Because there are a lot of people to see me.”  

Houa was observed for a total of 78 minutes during independent reading. She was 

on-task 91% of one-minute intervals. She was observed being off-task for 7 minutes, 

during those times she was off-task, five minutes were spent looking for books. During 

guided reading, Houa was observed for 35 minutes. She was on-task the entire 

observation, and actively engaged in 89% of one-minute intervals. Much of this active 

participation was writing answers to questions on worksheets.  I observed her engaging in 

conversation and answering questions verbally at times. Houa’s behavior was everything 

you would expect from a typical “good student.” She was attentive, eager and always on-

task.  

Profile #3: Slow decoder. The lone Slow Decoder is Thao. This profile was 

characterized by weak word-level skills, reading self-perception and on-task behavior, 

but relative strengths in text-level and oral language skills.  

 Thao. Thao is an at grade level reader in classroom #3.  Thao is a quiet and 

serious boy, who was eager to work with me. He asked nearly everyday if it was “his 

turn” to participate and was upset when it wasn’t! Although quiet, Thao was not shy. He 

spoke what was on his mind and asked questions easily. Thao did demonstrate fatigue 

after short activities and often requested to be done. In class, Thao was quiet but almost 

always had his hand in the air to participate. He is reading at the fourth grade level and 
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scored 345 on his state reading assessment, which indicates that he did not meet 

standards in reading. Thao still receives ELL services. 

Thao was born in Thailand and reports that he spoke Hmong as a child. Currently, 

he speaks both Hmong and English. When he grows up, Thao reported that he will speak 

English. Thao uses either Hmong or English depending on who he is talking to, “Well, I 

cause, I like speak Hmong and American because I have some Hmong friends and some 

American friends.”  When asked if one language is better for some things than others, 

Thao indicated, “Because if you like speak Hmong and you just speak Hmong to your 

American friends, they won’t understand you.” He uses English to help others, “Like if 

someone needs help, you can talk with them and help them.”  

Thao perceives himself as being an English and Hmong language learner. Thao 

indicated that his teachers are teaching him Hmong and English.  Thao was the only 

student to report that the most important language to speak was both Hmong and English, 

“Because talking American is good for me, because I can understand what my friends 

say. But Hmong, I learn it to, because I could like, um, talk more stuff.” He values being 

bilingual and understands the necessity to utilize both languages. Thao said that his 

cousins and his teacher (bilingual) speak good English. When asked why, Thao indicated, 

“Because when I go to my cousin’s house and they Hmong too, but they always speak 

American.” Thao indicates other bilinguals as having good language skills in English. He 

was unable to come up with someone who spoke good Hmong.  To Thao to be a 

proficient language user, you must be bilingual and able to use both languages.  
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Thao’s receptive English and Hmong skills were mixed. He scored in the 8th 

percentile on the TACL-3 (compared to English-only speaking peers). He scored below 

the total mean on the TACL-3 (Thao’s score = 79, M=82.9). He did score above the total 

mean on the Grammatical Morphemes subtest of the TACL-3 (Thao’s score =6, M=5.8). 

On the Hmong TACL-3, Thao’s score of 94 was below the 95 average as based on local 

norms.  He identified 96% of pictures in Vocabulary, 100% in Grammatical Sentences 

subtests and 89% in Elaborated Sentences.  

On expressive language tasks, in English Thao scored above the total mean in 

complexity (M=4.51, Thao’s score = 5.25) and at the mean in grammaticality (Thao’s 

score = 50% were grammatical according to standard English, M=50%). On the Hmong 

language sample, Thao completed all items but often substituted in English words. When 

comparing his language sample in English and in Hmong, both samples were very similar 

in content. In English, Thao used the most morphemes per phrase out of all the grade 

level readers (Thao’s MLU=10.14, M=8.30). Thao, in general, uses long sentences and 

this was apparent in both English and Hmong. Though Thao is not high in all his 

language scores, his MLU and understanding of morphemes is higher than other students.  

Thao knew some concepts prior to reading the second grade passage. He knew 

that animals hibernate in the winter and that seasons change.  Thao read the passage in 

three minutes and five seconds. He read 78 words correct per minute and made 6 errors. 

While he was reading, Thao substituted four words without noticing or self-correcting. 

Thao omitted the final grammatical feature of /s/ two times. Thao retold 15 ideas out of 

42 total (36%) on this story, the highest of all the readers. Thao answered 5/8 questions 
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correct (missing two explicit questions and one implicit). Thao’s performance on this 

measure reveals that a second grade passage is at his independent decoding level and 

frustration comprehension level. On the spelling assessment, Thao spelled only eight 

words correctly out of 25 (total points were 40, scoring the lowest out of the grade level 

readers). Thao fell in the Within Word Patterns stage. He had difficulty with long vowels, 

vowel patterns, inflected endings and syllable junctures.  Word-level skills seem to be a 

relative weakness for Thao. He has a slow rate of reading and poor spelling skills. But 

Thao is very accurate in his reading. He is also able to make meaning from the text as 

described in his story retell.  

On the reading and listening comprehension-tasks, Thao chose to read two 

expository texts. He said that he liked both stories and he liked learning new information. 

Thao said that the passages were a little bit hard, because sometimes he knew words and 

sometimes he didn’t.  During both the silent reading and listening comprehension-tasks, 

Thao answered 4/7 questions correctly. The summaries provided by Thao were scored a 

two. He relates details only and did not recall a gist; the summaries were incomplete and 

ideas were misconstrued.  

Thao scored right in the middle of the grade level readers on the RSPS. Thao does 

identify himself as a good reader but seems to get some inconsistent feedback. This 

inconsistent feedback is probably due to his low word-level skills and high text-level 

skills. Thao indicated that his teacher and family thought he was a good reader. When 

asked why he said that his teacher listens to him read in reading group. Regarding his 

family, Thao said that they are supposed to listen to him read and fill out a book log. He 
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also said that he was a good reader. When asked why, he said, “I don’t know. I know I 

am good at math.” Thao also said that he is shy when he reads out loud in class, because 

he has a hard time concentrating.  

Thao was observed for a total of 54 minutes during independent reading. He was 

on-task only 54% of the time during these observations. He was observed being off-task 

for 25 minutes (46% of one-minute intervals). During those times he was off-task, he was 

out of the room, flipping through his book and watching his peers. During guided 

reading, Thao was observed for 35 minutes. He was on-task the entire observation, and 

actively engaged in 80% of one-minute intervals. Much of this active participation was 

answering questions and reading silently or out loud.  

Profile #4: Struggling Reader. Suefeng and Charlotte are characterized as 

struggling in all areas of oral language, word-level and text-level skills. They are also 

characterized by negative self-perceptions and off-task behavior in class. Both present 

similarly, and were among the lowest scores in individual and state/district assessments. 

Charlotte has fairly good decoding skills (average WCPM score), unfortunately, not 

enough to compensate for her ability to do well on assessments. I describe Suefeng below 

as being an exemplar of these two students. 

Suefeng. Suefeng is a below grade level reader. He is in classroom #2.  

Suefeng is small and solemn.  Suefeng is quiet but confident in his answers, even when 

they are incorrect. He always worked hard but requested to go back to his classroom after 

twenty minutes. Suefeng is reading at the first grade level and scored a 318 on his state 
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reading assessment, which indicates that he did not meet standards in reading. Suefeng 

receives ELL services.  

 Suefeng was born in Thailand and reports that he spoke Hmong as a child. 

Currently, he speaks both Hmong and English, though when asked what languages he 

speaks, Suefeng said, “Hmong.” Suefeng keeps his language “worlds” very separate. He 

speaks Hmong at home and English as school.  He uses English for math, reading and 

writing. Suefeng uses Hmong to translate for someone who doesn’t speak English, “I use 

Hmong for, if like someone is speaking English to another people who do not speak 

English, so I can speak Hmong for them.” When asked what English is good for, Suefeng 

said that English is good for communication, “If you speak Hmong [and you] really have 

to go to the bathroom, and you tell the teacher, she don’t really know what you saying.”  

Suefeng perceives himself as being an English and Hmong language learner. 

Suefeng reports that his teacher is teaching him Hmong and English. Suefeng said that 

English is the most important language to speak because it is the language of school. 

Suefeng said that his teacher was good at English because she is able to, “Explain things 

carefully [to him].” He was unable to come up with someone who spoke good Hmong, 

and when prompted and asked again Suefeng said his parents, “they always told me in 

Hmong to read and write.”  

Suefeng’s receptive English and Hmong skills were not well developed. He 

scored in the 5th percentile on the TACL-3. His score of 76 was below the total mean of 

82.9. On the Hmong version of the TACL-3, Suefeng’s score of 89 was below the 95 
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average as based on local norms.  He identified 97% of pictures in both Vocabulary and 

Grammatical Sentences subtests and 78% of pictures in Elaborate Sentences.  

On expressive language tasks, in English Suefeng scored below mean score in 

complexity (M=4.51, Suefeng’s score = 4.36) and below the mean in grammaticality 

(Suefeng’s score = 45%, M=50%). On the Hmong language sample, Suefeng completed 

all items. When comparing his language sample in English and in Hmong, both samples 

were very similar in content. Suefeng generally uses short sentences and this was 

apparent in both English and Hmong. Suefeng’s Hmong language sample was different 

from English in that it was more coherent and connected. When looking at his English 

and Hmong language sample, he was able to describe objects both in sight and out of 

sight. He used adjectives to describe both physical and functional features of the objects 

(but more completely in Hmong). For example, Suefeng was describing a light and said, 

“Its on the top of the roof. Its shine and its white and it um, you have like insects inside 

the light.” In Hmong, he described his computer and said, “The computer, you can go see 

and listen to music and play games and go do homework and it can help you write and it 

can help you if you don’t know your homework, you can go on the computer and see it.”  

He was able to retell a story in English and Hmong though his Hmong retell contained 

more information. Suefeng also described a procedure in both English and Hmong. The 

procedure he described in English was not sequenced and included general vocabulary, 

“Then you pour like some gas thing in a pan and turn on the fire thing…open the crack 

thing and put it in the pan…get something to flip it on.” He did not have the vocabulary 

to completely describe the procedure. This was different from his procedure in Hmong, 
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“Wake up to wash my face, wear shirt and pants. Go brush teeth, go eat first and then 

wash face then go watch TV for one, two seconds until its time to go.”  

Suefeng had poor word-level skills. Suefeng did not understand the concepts prior 

to reading the second grade passage. He didn’t know what flowers needed to grow, that 

animals hibernate in the winter and he did not understand how seasons changed. Suefeng 

read the passage in three minutes and twenty-four seconds. He read 61 words correct per 

minute and made 40 errors. Suefeng substituted 16 words while he was reading, without 

noticing or self-correcting. Suefeng had difficulty with ending of words 14 times, 

omitting the final grammatical features of /s/ and /ing/ or /th/.  Suefeng completely 

omitted two words. Suefeng retold only one idea out of 42 total on this story. He 

indicated that plants die in the winter. Suefeng did not answer any questions correctly. 

Suefeng’s performance on this measure reveals that a second grade passage is at his 

frustration decoding level and frustration comprehension level. On the spelling 

assessment, Suefeng spelled only two words correctly out of 25 (total points were 14, 

scoring the lowest out of the ten students in this study). Suefeng fell in the early Letter-

Name Alphabetic stage. He had difficulty with some final consonants, short vowels and 

digraphs.  

On the reading and listening comprehension-tasks, Suefeng chose to read one 

expository and one narrative text. I read out loud the narrative text and he liked the story 

because, “It tell you to try again and again” and that the passage was interesting because 

it was about animals. Suefeng indicated that the passage was hard but only because I read 

it too fast. He read the expository passage silently and he liked it because, “It told us all 
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about bubbles and its about bubble and you can see” and it was kind of interesting 

because “it’s like animals that you have bubbles.” He said that some words are hard and 

some words are easy. During both the silent reading and listening comprehension-tasks, 

Suefeng only answered 2/7 questions correctly. For the narrative text (listening 

comprehension) Suefeng was able to recall ten details from the story in chronological 

order. Two of these details were not correct. Suefeng could recall concrete physical 

events that occurred closely to each other. He did not recall any information about 

characters emotions or a moral of the story. Suefeng summarized the story through a list 

of details but did not organize this with a main idea. He had a harder time giving a 

summary of the expository text (reading comprehension) and only included one sentence 

in this summary.   

Suefeng scored below all other students on the RSPS. Suefeng understands that he 

is not reading as well as his peers. This was reflected in his comments in the 

language/literacy interview where Suefeng indicated that, “I am not that good at reading.” 

He did say that his teacher thinks he is a good reader because she listens to him read. 

Regarding his parents, Suefeng didn’t know what his parents thought of his reading, 

“Cause some word I don’t know in some book.” Suefeng is having difficulty figuring out 

what makes a good reader, he indicated that he is a good reader because he, “trying again 

and reading a lot of book.”  

Suefeng was observed for a total of 72 minutes during independent reading. He 

was on-task 69% of one-minute intervals. He was observed being off-task for 22 minutes 

(31% of one-minute intervals). During those times he was off-task, 11 minutes were 
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spent in the bathroom, and eight minutes choosing books and three minutes talking to 

friends. During guided reading, Suefeng was observed for 41 minutes. He was on-task the 

entire observation, and actively engaged in 63% of one-minute intervals. Much of this 

active participation was answering questions on worksheets. He appeared to be listening 

to the conversation and but only answered questions when directly called upon by the 

teacher.  

Profile #5: On-Task Struggling Decoder. I describe the struggling decoder as an 

unevenly-developed reader who is characterized by having strength in text-level skills 

and poor word-level and spelling skills. Chai and Lilly demonstrate below average oral 

language skills in Hmong and English but have listening comprehension skills that match 

their at grade level peers. Chai and Lilly are also characterized by on-task behavior that is 

similar to their at grade level peers. They did not meet proficiency on state/district 

assessment and therefore their poor word level skills seem to be interrupting their ability 

to score in proficient range on these assessments.  

Lilly. Lilly is a below grade level reader. She is in classroom #1.  Lilly was the 

most outgoing participant. She is very charming and often commented about clothes or 

jewelry. She has a smile that lights up a room. Lilly is a people pleaser. She was eager to 

please both her teacher and me. She works hard and is diligent in her work. Lilly is 

reading between a first and second grade level and scored 323 on her state reading 

assessment which indicates that she did not meet standards in reading. Lilly receives ELL 

services.  
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Lilly was born in the United States and spoke Hmong as a child. Currently, she 

speaks both Hmong and English. Lilly keeps her language “worlds” very separate and 

indicates that she speaks Hmong at home and English as school.  She seems to 

understand some language issues that she might have being a bilingual student, “because 

when you were born, Hmong is easier for you.” She uses English to talk to her teacher. 

Lilly said that Hmong is good for, “talking with people who don’t know English.” This 

may imply her impression that the only reason to use Hmong is if you don’t know 

English.  

Lilly perceives herself as being an English and Hmong language learner. Lilly 

reported that her teacher is teaching her Hmong and English. Lilly said that both English 

and Hmong are the most important languages to speak. Lilly indicated that her brother 

and sister were good at English because they prefer to communicate in English. Her 

parents speak good Hmong, and she knew it was good because, “they don’t know 

English.”  

In English and Hmong receptive language tasks, Lilly was slightly below average 

when compared to other participants. She scored in the 10th percentile on the TACL-3 

and had a score of 81 which is just below the mean (M=82.9). On the Hmong version of 

the TACL-3, Lilly’s score of 87 is below the local norm of 95.  She scored 94% in both 

Vocabulary, 87% in Grammatical Sentences subtest and 84% in Elaborate Sentences.  

On English expressive language tasks, Lilly scored below the mean complexity 

(M=4.51, Lilly’s score = 3.64) and below the mean in grammaticality (Lilly’s score = 

44%, M=50%). On the Hmong language sample, Lilly completed all items. When 
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comparing her language sample in English and in Hmong, both samples were similar in 

content. Lilly generally uses short sentences and this was apparent in both English and 

Hmong. Lilly’s Hmong language sample was different from English in that it was more 

coherent and connected. In the English and Hmong language sample, Lilly described 

objects both in sight and out of sight. She used adjectives to describe both physical 

features of the objects in Hmong and English, but in Hmong she also described the 

function. For example, Lilly was describing a video camera in English and said, “The 

oval have two things and a red spot. Seeing you walking. It must be the camera.” In 

Hmong, she described using a scissor, “A scissor to cut or use, just like when you’re 

making a paj dauj, you take to cut it and then you use a needle to pin it. Then you use the 

scissors to cut the paj dauj when you’re done. Then you use a pencil to mark and then 

you cut.”  She was able to retell a story, describe a procedure and solve a problem in 

English and Hmong. 

Lilly struggled with word-level skills. Lilly did not understand the concepts prior 

to reading the second grade passage. For example, she didn’t know what flowers needed 

to grow, that animals hibernate and she did not understand how seasons changed. Lilly 

read the passage in three minutes and four seconds. She read 77 words correct per minute 

and made 12 errors. Lilly substituted five words while she was reading, without noticing 

that she did. Lilly had difficulty with ending of words six times, omitting the final 

grammatical features of /s/ and /ed/. It is likely that Lilly was not monitoring her 

decoding or comprehension since she did not self-correct herself when substituting an 

incorrect or made up word. Lilly retold seven ideas out of 42 total (17%) on this story. 
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She remembered only details from the story. Lilly answered 2/8 questions correct. Lilly’s 

performance on this measure indicates that a second grade passage is at her instructional 

decoding level and frustration comprehension level. On the spelling assessment, Lilly 

spelled only seven words correctly out of 25 (total points were 41, scoring the third 

lowest out of the ten participants). Lilly fell in the late Letter-Name Alphabetic stage. She 

had difficulty with some short vowels, long vowels and digraphs.  

Lilly chose two narrative texts for the reading and listening comprehension-task. I 

read out loud one narrative text and she indicated that she liked the story because it was 

interesting and not hard to understand. She read silently the second narrative passage and 

indicated that she liked and it was interesting. She liked the second story because it was, 

“About someone helping.”  She also said that this story was not hard, “Because all the 

word was easy, but there were some hard.” Lilly then pointed to the hard words in the 

text, for example, “patches,” “graffiti,” and “insulation.” During the listening 

comprehension-tasks, Lilly answered 3/7 questions correct. Lilly provided a summary 

following the story and recalled main ideas and details from the beginning and middle of 

the story. The retell was coherent. She remembered and talked about characters’ feelings. 

When Lilly read the story silently, she answered only 2/7 questions correctly. She gave a 

summary including eight details from the story but the timeline was out of sync and three 

details incorrect or misinterpreted.  

On the RSPS, Lilly scored above the average for below grade level readers.  Lilly 

does seem to take pride in her reading, though when pushed to make a choice, Lilly 

cannot give concrete examples of how she is good reader. This was reflected in her 
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comments in the language/literacy interview. Lilly indicated that her teacher and 

classmates think she is a good reader, when asked why, she couldn’t provide an answer 

for why her classmates thought she was a good reader. She indicated that her teacher 

thinks she is a good reader, “because we do a reading group.” Lilly thinks that she is a 

good reader, “because I’m reading at home.” And her family thinks she is a good reader 

because “they always listen to me read.” Her examples of why people think she is a good 

reader are reading behaviors not skills.  

Lilly was observed for a total of 82 minutes during independent reading. She was 

on-task 87% of one-minute intervals, which was higher than any other below grade level 

reader. She was observed being off-task for 11 minutes (15% of one-minute intervals).  

When she was off-task, she was choosing a book. Lilly rotated through books quickly 

requiring her to spend more time picking out books. During guided reading, Lilly was 

observed for 41 minutes. She was on-task the entire observation, and actively engaged 

23% of one-minute intervals. Much of this active participation was answering questions 

on worksheets.  Lilly only verbally responded when directly called upon by the teacher. 

Overall, Lilly demonstrates weaknesses in oral language and word-level skills, but she is 

able to follow a text that is read to her. She is able to draw meaning through text and 

process the text similar to her grade level peers. She also is able to maintain on-task 

behavior during both guided reading and independent reading.  

Profile #6: Social reader. The final profile I will introduce is referred to as a 

Social Reader. Yang is the only student who is in this profile. Yang demonstrates 

strengths in word-level skills but struggles with text-level skills and staying on-task 
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during independent reading. Yang seems disengaged and needs interaction with peers to 

participate in reading activities.  

 Yang. Yang was identified as a below grade level reader by his teacher. He is in 

classroom #3.  Yang is the most social in this group of students. He is usually surrounded 

by a group of friends. Yang is well connected among his peers; in both size and presence 

he is a leader in the classroom. Despite his social standing (or possibly because of it), 

Yang is reluctant to work in the classroom. Yang is reading between a first and second 

grade reading level and scored a 359 on his state reading assessment. Yang has met 

proficiency standards in reading. Yang receives ELL services.  

Yang was born in the United States and spoke Hmong as a child. Currently, he 

speaks both Hmong and English but when asked what languages he speaks he indicated, 

“Hmong.” Despite his perceptions, Yang truly operates as a bilingual. When asked what 

languages he uses at school, home and with his friends and teachers, all of his answers 

were, “Hmong and English.” He also chooses which language to speak depending on 

with whom he is speaking. He uses Hmong to talk to his mom, dad, brother and friends. 

He uses English to talk to his friends who do not speak Hmong. Though, when asked, 

what the most important language to speak is, Yang stated, “English…because if you 

give a speech, you gotta speak English because other people might not know Hmong.”  

Yang perceives himself as being an English and Hmong language learner. Yang’s 

mom and dad are teaching him Hmong and his teacher is teaching him English. He said 

that both his parents and his teacher teach him, “By writing it down and remember in 

your head.” Yang said that his last year teacher and friends were good at English because, 
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“They don’t mistake English.” He indicated that his parents and grandparents speak good 

Hmong because it makes sense.  

Yang’s English and Hmong receptive language skills are strong. He scored in the 

39th percentile on the TACL-3 with a score of 96 (M=82.9).  His highest subtest on the 

On the Hmong version of the TACL-3, Yang’s score of 95 is right at the mean local 

norm. He scored 91% in Vocabulary, 78% in Grammatical Sentences subtest and 88% in 

Elaborated Sentences.  

On expressive language tasks, in English, Yang scored slightly above the mean 

score in complexity (Yang’s score = 4.61, M=4.51) and above the mean in 

grammaticality (Yang’s score = 77%, M=50%). His language sample in English and 

Hmong were similar in content.  In Hmong, Yang was able to find the appropriate 

vocabulary easier. For example, in English he said, “Something,” three times when he 

couldn’t verbalize the referent. Yang generally used long sentences, complex and 

grammar consistent with Standard English. Both language samples were coherent and 

connected.  

Yang understood all of the concepts prior to reading the second grade passage.  

For example, he indicated that water, dirt, seeds and sunlight were needed for flowers to 

grow, animals hibernate in the winter and seasons change throughout the year. He read 89 

words correct per minute and made two errors, both of which he substituted like words 

and self-corrected. Yang retold only two ideas out of 42 total (5%) on this story. He 

remembered, “The longest day is the 20th...Tulips grow every spring.” Yang answered 3/8 

questions correct. Yang’s performance on this measure reveals that a second grade 
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passage is at his independent reading level and frustration comprehension level. On the 

spelling assessment, Yang spelled 18 words correctly out of 25 (total points were 67). 

Yang fell in the Late Syllables and Affixes stage indicating he understood long vowels, 

other vowel patterns, inflected endings, syllable junctures. Yang had more difficulty with 

harder suffixes and bases and roots. 

On the reading and listening comprehension-tasks, Yang chose one narrative text 

and one expository text for this activity. I read out loud the expository text and he 

indicated that he liked the story because he learned new information and it was 

interesting.  He also said, “[It was] not hard to understand because it didn’t have hard 

words in it.” He read silently the second narrative passage and he said he liked and it was 

interesting. He also said that this story was not hard, “Because they just use regular 

words.” During the listening comprehension-tasks, Yang answered 2/7 questions correct. 

Yang provided a summary following the story and was only able to recall details, 

“There’s a lot making bubble. Creative insects. Some insects bubbles protect them.”  He 

remembered little to no information and the retelling was incomplete.  When Yang read 

the story silently, he answered 5/7 questions correctly.  He gave a summary that related 

the main idea and had some supporting details. His retell was fairly coherent.  

On the RSPS, Yang had the second highest score of all participants. Though, his 

language/literacy interview revealed contrasting results. Yang seemed to either not know, 

not care or be reluctant to admit he was a good reader. He didn’t answer (other than 

shrugging) if he thought he was a good reader and if his teacher and parents thought he 

was a good reader.  When asked about reading out loud in class, “mmm, feel like, um, I 
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don’t feel shy, but I just, its just, um, like they might make fun of you or something.” 

Finally, he indicated that he is a good reader, he nodded, but didn’t provide a clear 

evidence, “Cause sometimes I know all the words and the really, really hard words, I 

don’t.”  

Yang was observed for a total of 57 minutes during independent reading. He was 

on-task only 9% of one-minute intervals, which was the lowest amount of time spent on-

task across all readers. He was observed being off-task for 52 minutes (91% of one-

minute intervals).  When he was off-task, Yang was talking with friends, out of the room, 

or handing out papers. Yang seemed to always be around three or four other students and 

talking with them. He seemed popular and navigated the classroom easily to avoid work.  

During guided reading, Yang was observed for 41 minutes. He was on-task the entire 

observation, and actively engaged 80% one-minute intervals. Much of this active 

participation was answering questions and reading. Yang’s on-task behavior in the guided 

reading group was strikingly different than his behavior in independent work. He 

appeared to maintain his classroom status of being a leader by his participation in this 

group.  Overall, Yang’s performance in all tasks indicates that he is disengaged from 

reading. His state assessment scores are in the proficient range, yet his classroom and 

individual assessment are inconsistent.  

Introduction to Assertion 

 I observed several patterns across students, and based on the six profiles, and 

district and collective case study data analysis, I propose the following assertion. Though 

quantitative data show a difference in performance for Hmong students on state reading 
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assessments, data on collective and individual case studies indicate that there are various 

profiles for their reading proficiency. I put forward an overall assertion that there is 

synergy among the factors of oral language, reading skills, classroom behavior and 

perceptions that describe reading proficiency. An overall assertion emerges from this 

finding: background knowledge, oral language, behavior and identity are all factors that 

are mitigated and present in reading proficiency.   
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Chapter 5 

Discussion 

I analyzed data at the group level (at and below grade level readers) and 

individual student level and created profiles of my participants. I identified themes that 

emerged from the quantitative and qualitative data. After the themes were established, I 

tested them against all levels of data (group case study, individual student, and district) to 

assure that these themes held up. I now discuss my findings and assertions thematically.   

Synergy Among Factors  

Synergy refers to the combined effort and interaction among several factors that 

are a collection of behaviors that embody reading proficiency. I found that factors of 

perception, reading skills, classroom behavior, and oral language worked together to 

describe reading proficiency- building it, or in some cases, deterring it. In the below 

grade level group, the synergy of factors did not have a positive effect. Relative weakness 

in one factor alone may not have had a serious impact on students’ reading achievement; 

however, when several factors worked together the combined effect was greater than the 

sum of each individual factor. In readers who were at grade level, the synergy tended to 

be positive. Again, one factor alone did not account for successful reading, but all factors 

were embodied within the skills and identities of strong readers. There was not a standard 

formula for synergy; rather, it varied depending on the students and their relative 

strengths and weaknesses.  

The ten participants had different profiles or manifestations of reading 

proficiency. Not all readers who were below grade level presented in the same way, and 
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likewise, not all readers who were above grade level presented in a similar manner. I am 

not proposing that these ten readers represent all possible profiles, only that they 

represent variations of strengths and weaknesses in ways that are not often explored.  

Synergy in struggling readers. The below grade level readers were grouped 

together in three profiles. These profiles help describe what bilingual students who are 

struggling might look like in classroom environments.  

Profiles. In their groundbreaking study, Valencia & Buly (2004) demonstrated 

that not all students who perform poorly on state standardized assessments struggle in the 

same way. There are different profiles of students who need support in reading. My 

research findings support this work. The five below grade level readers have different 

manifestations of reading and oral language strengths and weaknesses. For example, 

similar to Valencia & Buly’s profiles, Suefeng and Charlotte demonstrate weaknesses 

across all areas assessed (word-level, text-level skills, oral language, perceptions, 

background knowledge and classroom behavior). The remaining below grade level 

readers had more varied profiles. Lilly and Chai are eager, hard working, and perceptive. 

They have strengths in listening comprehension and on-task behavior. Lilly and Chai’s 

strengths are masked by poor word-level and oral language skills. Their strengths in text-

level skills would not be uncovered in a typical classroom reading assessment. Finally, 

Yang, though also identified by his teacher as a below grade level reader, has strong 

word-level and oral language skills. He has difficulty staying on-task and with text-level 

skills. This leads me to believe that he is disengaged and is not motivated to be a 

productive reader. Lilly, Chai, Suefeng, and Charlotte all demonstrate difficulty in 
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decoding text that affects their performance on standardized reading assessments. Yang, 

though he passed his state reading assessment in third grade, is not performing in 

classroom tasks and comprehension measures. The needs of these students must be 

addressed through instruction.  

Implications for instruction. These complex profiles are worth exploring in terms 

of reading instruction and application to the classroom. During literacy block, I saw no 

instruction in word-level skills for any students. Suefeng, Charlotte, Lilly and Chai all 

demonstrated below grade word-level skills and oral language skills. These students 

could be grouped together to receive similar instruction in word-level skills and oral 

language. For example, instruction on phonics or spelling would help them become more 

proficient and accurate decoders. Increasing language use in class through discussion or 

theme-based experiences (where students are encouraged to use both English and Hmong 

when communicating) may increase understanding and use of oral language. Suefeng and 

Charlotte would not be appropriate to group with Lilly and Chai in comprehension tasks; 

Lilly and Chai comprehend at a higher level on listening-comprehension tasks. Therefore, 

text-level skills should be targeted using different materials and groupings. Yang was not 

able to use independent reading time effectively, he would benefit from opportunities to 

participate in focused group work. Yang might also need to be motivated by more 

integrative and engaging tasks. Orchestrating instruction based on multiple factors is 

challenging but would truly benefit the students.  
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Synergy in proficient readers. At grade level readers were also grouped together 

in profiles. These profiles help describe what bilingual students who are proficient might 

look like in classroom environments.  

Profiles. Valencia and Buly (2004) did not determine profiles for students who 

met proficiency standards; therefore I extend their work through my study. There are 

different profiles of students who are proficient readers. There is not one formula that 

describes a proficient reader. For example, Houa and Pa Chia have strengths in reading 

and factors of Hmong oral language, reading self-perceptions, and classroom behavior. 

These two students highlight positive synergy. Tony and Destiny are also achieving at 

grade level in reading and have strength in English oral language. Both students have 

strong reading skills, high self-perceptions, and on-task behavior. Tony and Destiny had 

difficulty understanding and using their home language. Hmong oral language presents as 

the only weakness for them of the factors that I explored. Given that Tony and Destiny 

are reading at grade level and passing state assessments, should primary language be of 

interest or a goal of instruction? Previous research suggests that instruction in primary 

language proficiency is helpful in second language acquisition (Cummins, 1979; 

Goldenberg, 2008). Is it possible that Tony and Destiny could benefit from primary 

language instruction? Will this increase their already proficient reading? These are 

important questions to consider.  

Finally, Thao presents as having weak word level skills and on-task behavior but 

strengths in text-level skills, strong perceptions of himself as a reader, and Hmong and 

English oral language. Even though Thao is reading at a fourth grade level based on 



 

 113 

district assessments, Thao did not pass state reading assessments. This could be due to his 

slow speed of processing or his decoding skills. Thao was weak across the board in 

decoding, word recognition and spelling skills. Thao is a typical profile of a student in the 

fourth grade slump. This refers to students who are not advancing in reading proficiency 

because of limited automaticity and vocabulary knowledge. Though Thao is reading at a 

fourth grade level, his proficiency level on the state reading assessment might be a sign of 

things to come. He may continue to have reading difficulty that affects his performance 

in the classroom and on state assessments.  

Implications for instruction. Thao could definitely benefit from concentrated 

instruction in spelling. He is reading slowly but accurately, which is why he was placed 

at a fourth grade reading level. Despite reading at a fourth grade level, Thao fits the 

profile Valencia and Buly (2004) coined, “Slow comprehenders.” Thao is able to decode 

and comprehend but does so at a slow rate. His comprehension skills are strong and 

therefore given more opportunities to learn word-level skills, he could potentially become 

more automatic in his decoding skills and a more proficient reader.  

Even though the remaining four students are passing state assessments, there is 

cause for concern with all of them in the area of text comprehension. No student gave an 

in-depth retelling on the second grade passage. In the listening and reading 

comprehension task, no student scored higher than a three on the summary rubric or 

answered all questions correctly. Specifically, no student was able to tell a connected and 

coherent summary including all the main ideas and supporting details. According to the 

Common Core standards (Common Core Initiative, 2009), fourth grade students should 
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be able to determine the theme of a story, describe specific details of stories in depth, 

draw inferences from and make connections between texts. Fourth grade students should 

also be able to determine the main idea of a text and explain how it is supported by key 

details, as well as explain events, procedures and ideas in text. Becoming a proficient 

reader is important on a local and national level. Students need strong comprehension 

skills in order to pass state assessments. More broadly, students need to interact and 

engage with texts as they become adults in a democratic society (Rosenblatt, 1994). To 

be an effective participant in society, students need to be critical thinkers and evaluators 

of text. It is essential that these fourth graders master basic comprehension skills to 

ensure success in school and improve their quality of life.  

Factors working synergistically that are related to reading proficiency. The 

factors that I observed in my study are background knowledge, oral language, self-

perceptions and classroom behavior. I will describe these components and the patterns 

that I found in the data. I must acknowledge that it is not one of these factors 

individually, rather it is the factors working synergistically that seem to be related to 

reading proficiency. I must also acknowledge that these factors do not wholly describe 

reading proficiency; there may be additional factors that are also important to account for.  

Background knowledge. Background knowledge was not one of my hypothesized   

factors in this study, but it emerged as a theme from the data. Background knowledge is 

related to comprehension. Specifically, schema theory indicates that comprehension is the 

interaction of background knowledge with the text (Carrell & Eisterhold, 1983; Duke & 

Carlisle, 2001; Nassaji, 2002). Students carry knowledge in schemata and while reading 
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or learning the schema is added to or changed. Carell (1984) notes several implications 

and application to activate schema in instructional activities for bilingual students: (1) 

reading materials need to be relevant to students, (2) teachers need to help students build 

background knowledge when necessary and, (3) teachers must help students to activate 

prior background knowledge.  

 Background knowledge in individual assessment data. In the listening and reading 

comprehension tasks, students answered questions about passage difficulty. Six of the ten 

students perceived difficulty by the words they knew in the passage (they said the words 

were easy or hard). I also analyzed the answers to the concept questions that occurred 

before reading the second grade passage. The results suggest that the majority of students 

in the below grade level reading group had less background knowledge than the grade-

level group. Specifically, three out of five readers who were below grade level knew zero 

to one concepts about the topic of the story prior to reading. Four students who were 

reading at grade level answered two or three concept questions correctly. The one 

exception was Houa, who was an at grade level reader. She knew only one concept about 

the second grade passage prior to reading. However, Houa indicated in later interviews 

that she liked to learn new information. Perhaps for Houa, the lack of background 

knowledge is lessened due to interest in the content. In the reading and listening 

comprehension task, Tony, a grade level reader, indicated that he liked the two expository 

texts because he knew about the topics before he read them. Charlotte, a below grade 

level reader, indicated that she didn’t know enough about the topic to understand the 

story. These students understand and articulate that their ability to comprehend is 



 

 116 

dependent on their prior knowledge of the text content and activity (RAND reading study 

group, 2004).  

Background knowledge in classroom observations. Background knowledge was a 

theme present in classroom observations. Observations of students in below grade level 

guided reading groups revealed that teachers often had to “back track” to explain 

necessary concepts (8/15 guided reading groups observed). For example, I observed one 

session where Chai and Suefeng were in a group that was reading an expository text 

about geese. The teacher asked, “Why do geese fly south for the winter?” When students 

didn’t respond, the teacher began to explain seasons and asked, “What season does it get 

cold?” When students could not answer this question, she discussed with students seasons 

for approximately four minutes. This pattern was seen in the other classrooms with below 

grade level guided reading groups. This was not seen in the guided reading groups for at 

grade level readers. In these reading groups, interaction was fast-paced and filled with 

many opportunities to answer questions out loud and in writing.  

Oral language. Oral language proficiency was related to proficient 

reading. This was apparent across English and Hmong and quantitative and qualitative 

results.  

District level results and oral language. The district level analysis reveals that  

for Hmong students who are classified as ELL, their scores are similar to students from 

other linguistic groups who receive ELL services. Non-ELL Hmong students compared 

to other non-ELL linguistic groups, however, score significantly lower on state reading 

assessments. This may indicate that although Hmong students are exited from ELL 
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services, there are still substantial differences in their understanding and use of English 

that might impact their assessment scores.  

 Understanding and use of Hmong. The issue of home language is a paradox in 

this study. All four fourth grade readers (who passed state reading assessments) 

demonstrated language proficiency. Houa and Pa Chia had strong language skills in 

Hmong. Destiny and Tony had strong language skills in English. This may be where the 

synergy of other factors buoyed Destiny and Tony’s reading proficiency. In contrast, 

Houa and Pa Chia’s strong linguistic base in Hmong became a driving force in the 

synergy of their reading proficiency.  

Understanding and use of English. The one consistent feature across proficient 

readers was the morphology rating and the grammaticality rating in expressive and 

receptive language tasks. In general, students who were reading at grade level understood 

and used the Standard English dialect better than the readers who were below grade level. 

This suggests the importance of explicitly teaching the structures of English that might be 

difficult for Hmong students.  

Hmong and English differ in many ways. One language difference is that Hmong 

relies on word order to make meaning at the sentence level. English relies on 

morphological and syntactic features. Students who are good readers perform well on 

receptive language tasks (specifically the Grammatical Morphemes subtest) and 

expressive language tasks (specifically the grammaticality measure). This absence of 

morphology in Hmong might be interfering with Hmong students learning English easily. 

If morphological skills are not well established in oral language it might not be developed 
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in reading. Without understanding and using features of present, past and future tense, 

students may struggle to create coherence when reading a text.  

One caution is that this grammaticality, morphological and complexity rating may 

be a proxy for a larger construct (similar to fluency being a proxy for comprehension). 

For example, grammaticality/morphology might be representative of a student’s ability to 

process auditory information and store these patterns for later use. In other words, this 

rating may represent the student’s cognitive power to learn a second language. It is 

unknown if the absence of these morphological markers from oral language and oral 

reading disrupts comprehension enough to account for lower assessment scores.  

Classroom behavior. Students’ on task behavior in guided and independent 

reading varied based on group. Two themes I noted were the ability to transition between 

activities and the text students were reading.  

Transitions and on-task behavior. Below and at grade level readers demonstrated 

a difference in the utilization of instructional time and independent reading time. At grade 

level readers were more likely to be on-task in independent reading. They used their time 

efficiently and effectively during independent reading by easily transitioning and quickly 

getting on task. Students had to have available reading material and be organized and 

ready to engage in reading almost immediately to maximize use of independent reading 

time. When transitioning to independent reading, below grade readers took several 

minutes to get “settled in” to read. They sat at their desk and put away materials, then got 

up to find a book in the classroom library or go to the bathroom. Below grade level 
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readers did not seem to have the internal organizational skills to plan their independent 

reading time effectively.  

Text and on-task behavior. Text may have played a role in the difference in on-

task behavior. Grade level readers were reading long, chapter books both for guided 

reading and independent reading. At any given time, grade level readers were likely to 

have something to read because they were reading chapter books. In contrast, below 

grade level readers were reading shorter picture books both in guided reading and in 

independent reading. Below grade level readers had to search for a new text at least once 

or twice during independent reading. When I observed Chai and Lilly (below grade level 

readers) engaged for longer periods of time they were reading longer texts. In Chai’s 

case, he was reading Diary of a Wimpy Kid, and Lilly was reading a folktale with many 

different stories. Despite the fact that Lilly was engaged and reading consistently, her 

teacher recommended that she seek out a new book that was at her level. According to 

the district assessments, the text was well out of Lilly’s reading level. This is problematic 

because although the text was difficult, Lilly was reading and engaged for a long amount 

of time. Adherence to this text leveling system during independent reading (in this case, 

Lilly choosing shorter and easier texts) deters from on-task, reading time.  

Guided reading and on-task behavior. Instructional time and question/answer 

activities during guided reading groups might also affect engagement and on-task 

behavior. Students in the below grade level groups spent more time discussing one 

question. Teachers also spent more time creating background knowledge on topics in the 

text. As described in the background knowledge section, one teacher had to go into a 



 

 120 

brief explanation of seasons to get her point across about migration. In cases such as this 

one, the teacher was doing most of the talking and below grade level readers were 

listening diligently. This contrasted to the grade level reading groups where much of the 

time was spent engaging students in discussion, making connections, answering 

questions, and reading the text.  

Engagement. To maximize engagement, students should be reading authentic 

texts, making choices, and becoming emotionally connected to texts (Guthrie & Wigfield, 

2005; Turner & Paris, 1995). This was not apparent for at or below grade level readers. 

Students appeared to be disconnected from the texts they were reading. Some texts were 

presented in small photocopied books with worksheets. Students were in reading groups 

with their regular education teacher, ESL teacher, and intervention specialist. Because of 

the number of teachers running groups, students were reading three or four stories 

concurrently. Students also chose their independent reading and this could be one chapter 

book or several picture books. This fragmented instruction and lack of authentic materials 

necessitated that students were organized, managed time effectively, and were self-

motivated to do well in reading. Below grade level readers did not demonstrate these 

skills based on my observations during both independent and guided reading tasks.  

Self-perceptions. Two dimensions of self-perceptions were described for these 

students: language and literacy. Although the data that I collected from the 

language/literacy interviews did not demonstrate differences between at and below grade 

level readers in the development of language identity, there were some whole group 
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trends that are worth discussing. Reading self-perceptions were especially important in 

describing the at grade level readers.  

Language self-perceptions. The Hmong students in this study are negotiating 

several identities. They are Hmong in an English world and very aware of the importance 

of English. All students acknowledge being from a rich and important cultural 

background. The experiences of the students growing up in Hmong-speaking homes and 

adhering to Hmong cultural values clashes with what these students are learning in 

school. Students are negotiating these multiple identities everyday. All below grade 

readers indicated that they would be English-only speakers when they grow up. What 

causes these students to imagine themselves as English-only speakers when they grow 

up?  

The students who are more closely tied to their cultural and linguistic background 

are those students who are proficient readers (Houa and Pa Chia). Students who struggle 

more in reading (Lilly and Charlotte) tend to be more confused about their cultural and 

linguistic identity. How students use language, understand their own proficiency, and rate 

their status seemed to hamper these students in becoming proficient readers. Possibly, 

grade level readers have negotiated these tensions more successfully.  

Reading self-perceptions. As seen from interview data and the Reader’s Self 

Perception Scale, students have a general sense of whether they are good readers or if 

they are struggling. Neither at nor below grade level readers were able to describe what 

made them a proficient or struggling reader. Attribution of performance on reading 

measures is linked to development of self-concept (Chapman & Tumner, 1995; Nicholls, 
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1978; Nicholls, 1979). Both at grade level students and below grade level students said 

they were good readers because of reading behaviors. Students’ explanations of why they 

are good readers include: they try hard, read a lot of books, participate in a reading group, 

and the teacher listens to them read. Students did not talk about actual skills; they were 

not attributing their performance to an ability or inability to decode or comprehend a text. 

Students had a general sense of what reading group they were in, but did not verbalize 

why students were in different reading groups.  

Students also perceived difficulty in terms of the words in a text. In general, when 

talking about difficulty, many students indicated that “words” are hard or easy. This 

perception may focus more of their effort (attention and memory) to “figure out” the 

words rather than the meaning in text. Attribution theory and self-efficacy are constructs 

that can help define this issue as well. If students are unclear about expectations for a task 

(i.e. reading), they are unable to form attributions or beliefs about how they perform. This 

could be very problematic in making actual change in reading performance. For example, 

the below grade level readers who may already have more difficulty with understanding 

language and concepts, will have the further difficulty of not being able to understand 

their behavior and build attribution for success or failure.  

Summary 

Oral language, background knowledge, classroom behavior, and self-perceptions 

are constructs that interact with each other and are related to proficient reading. Students 

in my study demonstrate that there is no single collection of behaviors that embody 

reading proficiency, though some factors may impede proficient reading. The students in 
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my study would profit from a variety of data-based approaches to instruction. In the next 

chapter I outline the complexities of becoming a competent reader and provide 

implications for reading assessment, instruction and educational reform. I also outline a 

future research agenda.  
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Chapter 6 

Implications 

With the accountability structure of No Child Left Behind (2001) in place, the 

stakes are high for achievement of all students. According to the data from my study, 

Hmong students are failing to perform adequately on standardized reading measures. In 

this study, I describe factors related to the reading proficiency of Hmong students. I 

present quantitative findings that highlight how Hmong students are performing and the 

differences in performance between linguistic groups. I provide descriptions of how a 

proficient reader presents and how that is different from a struggling reader. An overall 

assertion emerges from the data: there is a synergy among factors of oral language, self-

perception, word-level skills, text-level skills, and classroom behavior relating to reading 

proficiency. In this chapter, I discuss how a complex view of reading may impact and 

make more complex our understanding of reading instruction and assessment. I then 

discuss these findings in light of educational policy. Finally, I offer future directions for 

continued research. 

Complex View of Reading: Implications for Reading Assessment and Instruction 

 I found that students’ proficiency was related to the synergy of many factors.  A 

complex model of reading helped me to understand, interpret and extend these findings. I 

used case study methods to describe the quality of student differences.  Educational 

reform and instruction (at the classroom, district or policy level) will reflect the model of 

reading that is employed in research.  For example, if a simple model is assumed not all 

factors will be studied to determine which students’ skills are impacting student 
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performance. Given limited information, instructional methods meant to target 

individuals’ skills may not be effective. A starting point for a thoughtful discussion is 

how to appropriately assess students based on a complex model of reading.  

 Implications for assessment. Assessment issues extend their reach from the 

national to the classroom level. It is important to consider standards for high quality 

assessment of bilingual students. It is also important to acknowledge that many kinds of 

performance can be used to describe reading proficiency (in individual and synergistic 

ways). The model of reading envisioned in research and practice will impact the way that 

students are assessed.   

 Standards for high quality assessment of bilingual students. Ninety-four percent 

of states are using a commercial language proficiency test to determine whether students 

receive language services (Kindler, 2002). These assessments measure language 

(phonemic, lexical, syntactic and pragmatic knowledge) and reading skills (vocabulary, 

fluency, reading comprehension, and writing). Current language assessments lack 

reliability and validity. It is unknown if they actually measure what they purport to 

measure (Esquinca, Yaden, & Rudea, 2005).  

There are multiple issues that arise when assessing bilingual students. First and 

foremost, bilingual students’ oral language and self-perceptions must be addressed and 

accounted for in any comprehensive reading assessment. Can oral language and self-

perceptions be assessed in an efficient way? Based on my study, oral language and self-

perceptions relate to aspects of reading proficiency. Secondly, how do we assess 

important skills in the area of literacy without the English language bias that might 
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occur?  Said in another way, how can we identify students who might struggle in learning 

to read, before they are proficient in oral English? 

The report of the National Literacy Panel on Language Minority Children and 

Youth (August & Shanahan, 2006a) suggests that assessments for bilinguals: take into 

account specific characteristics of second language development, are able to measure the 

construct of interest, and account for real life situations. The Framework for High Quality 

English Language Proficiency Standards and Assessment (Abedi, 2007) indicate that the 

purpose and use of assessments need to be considered: what is the purpose of the English 

language assessment and how is it to be used?  Another consideration for oral and written 

language assessment is the construct of English language proficiency: how is this defined 

and what are the characteristics of its assessment? Further, in designing assessments, the 

population of bilingual students must be considered: who are the students and what are 

their characteristics, such as their specific language background?   

A complex view of reading in assessment. It is important to understand each 

reader in a holistic and complex way. Reading proficiency cannot be demonstrated by 

one score. Despite this truism, national policy dictates that schools must meet proficiency 

standards in reading and these standards are assessed through one standardized 

assessment score. In contrast, I propose that many factors relate to reading proficiency.  

These factors should be utilized to better understand a students’ literacy profile.  In my 

study, at and below grade level readers demonstrate differences in their profiles. State 

assessment scores were related to group membership, but did not give the whole picture 

of reading proficiency.  Multiple measures are necessary to understand students’ literacy 
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profiles. Both word- and text-level skills should be assessed and data analyzed to 

determine trends. These assessments should show students’ strengths and weaknesses in 

decoding and comprehension skills. Teachers may also collect data about students' self-

perceptions and oral language through interviews and language samples. Primary 

language should be measured to some degree, though this will be difficult for linguistic 

groups that lack standardized testing material.  It may be difficult to justify the resources 

needed to design tasks if the outcome will impact only a small number of students, 

however, it is important to do.   

Assessment of reading with limited bias. Proficiency of English language skills 

and level of background knowledge affect the outcome of reading comprehension 

measures for students. Educational and policy decisions are being made based on reading 

comprehension scores. Teachers and practitioners also use various reading measures to 

target instruction. It is important to explore possibilities for assessing reading without an 

English language or background knowledge bias. In other words, how can bilingual 

students’ performance be maximized and assessed accurately on reading assessments?  

Educators need to make sure the right instruction is used with the right students and not 

over-identify struggling or successful readers.  Assessment of reading should take into 

account background knowledge. At grade level readers had higher background 

knowledge than below grade level readers. It is unclear if this predisposition was the 

cause or an effect of proficient reading.  Background knowledge bias should be 

considered and counteracted as much as possible in assessment because it could have a 

huge impact on the students’ assessment scores and reading instruction. An assessment 
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task could be constructed to gather information on how students build knowledge.  

Interest and background knowledge in a topic could also be accounted for in assessment. 

For example, this might be similar to the concept/background knowledge questions asked 

of the student prior to reading a passage on the Qualitative Reading Inventory-5 (Leslie & 

Caldwell, 2009b). 

Implications for reading instruction. A complex model of reading instruction 

demands that we consider that many factors relate to reading proficiency. If various 

factors work together synergistically to support students’ successful reading then 

educators can provide multi-level supports to build a framework for students’ reading 

success.  

Classroom level reform.  Differentiated instruction is one way to approach 

literacy instruction. In differentiated instruction teachers use assessment to group students 

and then target literacy skills for specific groups. Teachers need to rely on multiple 

measures of assessment and pay attention to differences in word- and text-level skills.  

Based on the students in my case study, teachers should be creatively grouping students 

to target specific word- or text-level skills.  For example, Lilly and Chai would have 

benefited from more explicit instruction in word-level skills at a below-grade level, but 

text-level skills should be instructed on grade level. For Charlotte and Suefeng, both 

word- and text-level skills would have to be addressed using below grade level materials. 

A group could be formed with Charlotte, Suefeng, Lilly and Chai to address word-level 

skills. But Lilly and Chai might be grouped with Tony and Destiny (at grade level 
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readers) for text-level skills instruction. There might be different flexible groups based on 

different learning goals.  

Oral language proficiency was related to reading proficiency. Appropriate 

assessments are needed to determine how Hmong students are attending to morphological 

and syntactic features of language.  For example, Tony had above average English oral 

language skills but there was a difference in his expressive and receptive language. 

Suefeng and Charlotte presented much differently, these students seemed to have 

difficulty with oral language in both languages. Different approaches would need to be 

utilized to address each student’s specific instructional needs. Based on assessment 

results, teachers can group students together who may need additional support in 

explicitly learning morphologic and syntactic features of English.  Students’ reading 

comprehension may benefit from explicitly learning these aspects of oral language. 

Differentiated instruction would be key to organizing instruction targeting oral language 

skills.  

 Teachers also need to be sure to measure student self-perceptions in order to help 

build student’s understanding of their own performance in reading. Following 

assessment, teachers need to communicate results to students. Students need to be 

explicitly told what they are having difficulty with and what they can do to improve. 

Teachers should also address issues of language learning, status, proficiency and context 

explicitly in their classrooms. It may be quite powerful for teachers to explicitly talk 

about reading performance and factors of bilingualism. Teachers should acknowledge 

that students are playing varying roles at school and home and help students negotiate 
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these roles. Whether students are similar to Houa and Suefeng, for whom English and 

Hmong are completely separated by environment, or Yang who is truly bilingual in every 

environment; these patterns need to be understood by the teacher, attended to, and 

explicitly discussed.  Again, differentiated instruction may be helpful in organizing 

groups of students and highlighting their strengths. 

Text selection and established routines during independent reading times should 

be made a priority in the literacy curriculum.  Teachers should improve the routine of 

independent reading by explicitly teaching students how to manage their independent 

reading time. Students should know what to work on and move quickly to independent 

reading.  Many of the below grade level readers spent a lot of time getting organized and 

devising a work plan.  These students would benefit from an explicitly taught routine and 

structure, as well as explicit instruction in strategic skills to figure out what to do during 

independent work time.  

Text selection is also important to keep struggling readers active and engaged in 

reading during independent reading time. Teachers should make certain that struggling 

readers have more than one book at their desk, or that they have one long book. Having 

longer books or more than one book at their desk could prove to be beneficial because   

with more ready access to text, struggling readers will spend less time searching in the 

classroom library. Students who struggle to get organized and initiate focus will have a 

head start by understanding their expectations during independent reading and having 

appropriate materials to read. Having a routine for independent reading, learning to plan 

time strategically, and selecting appropriate text for those students who struggle with 
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reading would be especially important to increase on-task behavior and increase the 

amount of time spent reading.  

District level reform. Districts need to play a role in the work that teachers do in 

their classroom by providing curricular supports.  An encompassing curriculum with 

engaging topics and rich, thought-provoking text is essential to ensure students' literacy 

success (Turner & Paris, 1995). Students should be reading texts that are connected and 

related to a specific and engaging theme.  This was not always apparent in my study. 

Many of my participants were in up to three different guided reading groups and I could 

not find a theme that connected all the groups. Though the curriculum was very 

structured in the specific comprehension skills that were taught, students were not 

invested in the texts that they were reading.  

District curriculum assessments should also be considered in light of my findings. 

In my study, two students (Yang and Thao) had conflicting results on state assessments 

than what was indicated on classroom assessments. District curriculum specialists will 

want to further evaluate this finding to determine the preponderance of this phenomenon.  

In this particular district, the entire curriculum (guided and independent reading) is based 

on a text level. This leveling system should be evaluated. These students may be reading 

materials that are below or above their decoding and comprehension level.  

When implementing a district-wide curriculum, curriculum specialists should be 

aware of and account for differences in listening and reading comprehension for students. 

Two students (Lilly and Chai) were reading at or below a second grade level but their 

comprehension on listening tasks was similar to the at grade level readers. Lilly and Chai 
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would benefit from listening comprehension activities with grade level material.  In the 

curriculum I observed, students were bound by their decoding skills and were reading 

texts at low levels. This could affect interest and engagement with the text as well as 

hinder further development of complex thinking and comprehension skills.  

Acknowledging complexity in educational reform.  Policy-makers and 

researchers must work towards building a more solid empirical database on bilingual 

reading development. Currently, there are many studies that focus on discrete reading and 

language skills and accountability is measured by a unitary measure of reading 

comprehension. The majority of research in bilingual language and second language 

reading acquisition has been correlational- group design studies. This study design may 

be limiting our ability to understand the complexity of reading. Policy makers must 

realize that quantitative scores limit the depth and complexity at which reading can be 

studied. It is critical to provide more opportunities for researchers to conduct research 

that will provide insight into the depth and complexity of reading.  

Researchers and policy makers should work together to provide expectations and 

standards based on developmental trajectories for bilingual students.  Expectations should 

be held high for oral language and literacy development but must provide a teacher with 

an understanding of typical developmental patterns for English learners. For example, 

assuming that a student enrolls in kindergarten in an English-speaking classroom setting, 

presenting a typical trajectory of developing word and text-level skills could assist a 

teacher in understanding what instruction needs to be priority.  
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 More attention needs to be placed on comprehension, building background 

knowledge and oral language with bilingual students. Maximizing students' oral language 

use and their understanding in English is potentially very powerful in terms of meeting 

proficiency standards in reading. Use of primary language in educational settings must be 

addressed at a national or statewide level. Students who are in environments where direct 

links are made from primary to secondary language are more successful in acquiring 

English (Goldenberg, 2011). For example, the Hmong participants in my study did not 

use Hmong in the classroom. Thus an important asset that students bring to school is 

being ignored in their classrooms. In a room full of proficient Hmong speakers, why not 

have students use their strong primary language to build knowledge and make 

connections with the curriculum? More attention, focus and an understanding of the 

relationship between primary and secondary knowledge building is necessary to move 

these bilingual students forward in comprehension and reading proficiency in a 

meaningful way.  

 Finally, any legislation at the state or federal level that suggests that all students 

should perform in the same way at the same age or grade level is falsifying the notion of 

a complex and developmental model of reading. This type of legislation will fail to move 

students forward in achieving reading success because proficiency is set at an 

unattainable level. Instead the focus of legislation should be on more tailored 

instructional support for schools with high concentrations of bilingual students and more 

creative ways to educate this growing population of students.  

Future research 
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My findings encourage researchers to see reading as a complex endeavor for 

students from diverse linguistic groups. Researchers must build a developmental research 

base on bilingual students in all elementary grades and age levels.   Researchers also need 

to use intervention/instructional studies to determine what can be modified in instruction 

to maximize reading proficiency. Is it reasonable or possible to have every fourth grade 

student (bilingual or not) meet the same expectations? We need creative and unique ways 

to study this dilemma. Findings from this study indicate that not all proficient fourth 

grade students have the same skills in the same areas. This finding challenges the notion 

that reading proficiency manifests in the same way for all readers. 

My study includes one slice of development at fourth grade. Future research 

should extend this study to younger and older grades, as well as various linguistic groups. 

Ultimately, developmental trajectories need to be established for bilingual students. How 

long does it take for bilingual students to establish word and text-level skills and what 

does this progression look like? How long does it take for bilingual students to develop 

text-level skills at grade level? These are questions that are yet to be answered in the 

literature, but are worth investigating to establish standards or guidelines that will help all 

students succeed. 

Another logical extension of my study is to create and test instructional changes 

to determine if placing emphasis on one or all factors (oral language, self-perceptions and 

classroom behavior) increases reading proficiency for Hmong students. For example, one 

potential extension would be to design an intervention study that examines whether 

increasing students’ understanding and use of English morphology increases students’ 
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reading comprehension. Also, what additional factors are related to reading proficiency 

that are worth describing in productive ways? Another potential extension is designing an 

intervention study that examines whether or not explicit feedback impacts students ability 

to change reading behavior to increase reading achievement.   Could these instructional 

changes be enough to help students catch-up to their peers? Determining powerful and 

sustainable instruction is especially important in light of standards and accountability. As 

researchers, we need a database of empirical studies to draw upon when comprehensive 

educational changes are being made.  
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Appendices  

Appendix A.  

Minnesota English Language Arts State Standards: Common Core Standards 

Literature 

4.1.1.1 Refer to details and examples in a text when explaining what the text says 

explicitly and when drawing inferences from the text. 

4.1.2.2 Determine a theme of a story, drama, or poem from details in the text; summarize 

the text. 

4.1.3.3 Describe in depth a character, setting, or event in a story or drama, drawing on 

specific details in the text (e.g., a character’s thoughts, words, or actions). 

4.1.4.4 Determine the meaning of words and phrases as they are used in a text, including 

those that allude to significant characters found in mythology (e.g., Herculean). 

4.1.5.5 Explain major differences between poems, drama, and prose, and refer to the 

structural elements of poems (e.g., verse, rhythm, meter) and drama (e.g., casts of 

characters, settings, descriptions, dialogue, stage directions) when writing or 

speaking about a text. 

4.1.6.6 Compare and contrast the point of view from which different stories are narrated, 

including the difference between first- and third-person narrations. 

4.1.7.7   Make connections between the text of a story or drama and a visual or oral 

presentation of the text, identifying where each version reflects specific 

descriptions and directions in the text. 



 

 153 

4.1.9.9   Compare and contrast the treatment of similar themes and topics (e.g., 

opposition of good and evil) and patterns of events (e.g., the quest) in stories, 

myths, and traditional literature from different cultures, including American 

Indian. 

4.1.10.10   By the end of the year, read and comprehend literature and other texts 

including stories, drama, and poetry, in the grades 4-5 text complexity band 

proficiently and independently with scaffolding as needed at the high end of the 

range. 

a.     Self-select texts for personal enjoyment, interest, and academic tasks. 

 

 

Informational text 

4.2.1.1 Refer to details and examples in a text when explaining what the text says 

explicitly and when drawing inferences from the text. 

4.2.2.2 Determine the main idea of a text and explain how it is supported by key details; 

summarize the text. 

4.2.3.3 Explain events, procedures, ideas, or concepts in a historical, scientific, or 

technical text, including what happened and why, based on specific information in 

the text. 

4.2.4.4    Determine the meaning of general academic and domain-specific words or 

phrases in a text relevant to a grade 4 topic or subject area. 
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4.2.5.5 Describe the overall structure (e.g., chronology, comparison, cause/effect, 

problem/solution) of events, ideas, concepts, or information in a text or part of a 

text. 

4.2.6.6 Compare and contrast a firsthand and secondhand account, including those by or 

about Minnesota American Indians, of the same event or topic; describe the 

differences in focus and the information provided. 

Integration of Knowledge and Ideas 

4.2.7.7 Interpret information presented visually, orally, or quantitatively (e.g., in charts, 

graphs, diagrams, time lines, animations, or interactive elements on Web pages) 

and explain how the information contributes to an understanding of the text in 

which it appears. 

 

Grade 4 students: 

4.2.8.8 Explain how an author uses reasons and evidence to support particular points in a 

text. 

4.2.9.9 Integrate information from two texts on the same topic in order to write or speak 

about the subject knowledgeably.  

Range of Reading and Level of Text Complexity 
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Foundational skills 

4.3.0.3 Know and apply grade-level phonics and word analysis skills in decoding words. 

a. Use combined knowledge of all letter-sound correspondences, syllabication 

patterns, and morphology (e.g., roots and affixes) to read accurately unfamiliar 

multisyllabic words in context and out of context.  

Fluency 

4.3.0.4 Read with sufficient accuracy and fluency to support comprehension. 

a. Read grade-level text with purpose and understanding. 

b. Read grade-level prose and poetry orally with accuracy, appropriate rate, and 

expression on successive readings. 

c. Use context to confirm or self-correct word recognition and understanding, 

rereading as necessary. 
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Appendix B.  

Minneapolis Public School’s Language Sample Procedure 

Task #1 – Student will describe an object in sight 

Task #2 –Student will retell one or both stories listed below 

                         Story 1     Story 2 

 

A little girl wanted some juice. Her mother 

opened a can of juice and put it in a pitcher. The 

she poured in some water and stirred it with a 

spoon. Her mother gave her a small glass full of 

juice. The little girl tasted it. It was terrible! She 

poured it out in to the sink. Then she washed and 

dried her glass and put it in the cupboard. 

 A little boy woke up one morning. 

He did not feel well. Mother took 

his temperature. He stayed in bed 

all day. The next day, he felt better 

so he went to school. 

 

Task # 3 – Student describes an object not in sight (examiner will brainstorm with student 

“Do you have (object name)?” and “would you be able to tell me about (object name)?”) 

Task #4- Student will describe how to perform an activity (activities include: getting 

ready for school and making a sandwich).  

Task #5- Student will describe how to solve a problem (“What would you do if…) 

Situations include: you lost your lunch, you spilled your milk, you forgot your mother’s 

birthday, you got to school late, or your bike got a flat tire. 
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Appendix C.  

Complexity Index Used to Score Language Sample (Minneapolis Public Schools, 1993) 

Points Utterance type Example 

   

0 Single word “Never!” 

1 Phrase “During recess” 

2 Sentence attempts “This a school” 

3 Simple sentences  “He has a dog” 

4 Simple sentence with a compound subject, 

verb, object of verb, object of preposition or 

predicate adjective 

“The boy and girl took it” 

“Mom and baby be going 

home.” 

5 Simple sentence with a phrase or secondary 

verb 

“I have a cat with long fur.” 

“I wanna go.” 

6 Compound sentence “They coloring but those 

other kids be pasting.” 

7 Negative sentence “She ain’t no friend of 

mine” 

8 Interrogative sentence “What is he doing now? 

9 Complex sentence with subordinating 

conjunction or direct quotes that are 

complete sentences  

“I will go if I can” 

“He walk like he the king” 

10 Complex sentence with relative clause “The car that belongs to 

Dad was found.” 
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Appendix D. 

Passages Used in the Listening and Reading Comprehension Task 

Passage Name Text type Summary 

Bubble Power Expository How animals use bubbles to protect 

themselves  

What in the World is a 

Wolverine? 

Expository What wolverines are like and where 

they live 

Susie, Fudge and the Big 

Race 

Narrative Training for and participating in a 

dogsled race 

Grandma’s Quilt Narrative  A grandma and granddaughter help 

homeless people 
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Appendix E.  

Summary Rubric 
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 Appendix F. 

Categories and Questions of the Language & Literacy Interview 

Category  Questions 

Language context Where do you live? 

What languages are spoken in the United States? 

What language(s) do you speak at home? Why? 

What language(s) do you speak at school? Why? 

What language(s) do you speak with your teachers or 

friends? Why? 

Is one language better for some things than for others? 

Why? 

Tell me what Hmong is good for, tell me what English is 

good for. 

What do you like to do in English? 

What do you like to do in Hmong? 

Language development Who is teaching you to speak in Hmong and in English? 

How do they teach you? How do you get better? 

When you were a little boy/girl, what language(s) did you 

speak? 

When you grow up what language(s) will you speak? 

 Language status What is the most important language to speak? Why? 

When you were a little boy/girl what language(s) did you 
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speak? Why? 

When you grow up, what language(s) will you speak? 

Why? 

Language proficiency Who do you know who speaks really good Hmong? How 

is it good? 

Who do you know who speaks really good English? How 

is it good? 

Academic/Reading  How much do you talk at school? 

What do you say at school? 

What is a good student? 

Are you a good student? 

When you talk to your parents about school, what do you 

talk about? 

Does your teacher think you are a good reader? How do 

you know? 

How do you feel when your classmates hear/listen to you 

read? Why? 

Do you think you are a good reader? Explain how you 

know. 

What does your family think of your reading? Explain 

how you know.  
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Appendix G. 

Summary of Individual Assessments  

 Oral language  

 Hmong English 

Assessment TACL-3 
Language 

Sample 
TACL-3 Language Sample 

Measure 

Vocabulary 

Grammatical 

Elaborated 

Content 

Vocabulary 

Grammatical 

Elaborated 

TTR 

CI 

MLU 

Gram. 

Content 

 

 Word-Level Skills  

 Decoding Orthography 

Assessment QRI-5 Spelling Inventory 

Measure 
2nd Grade Word List 

2nd Grade Passage 

Total Points 

Spelling stage 

 

 Text-Level  

 Reading Comprehension Reading/Listening Comprehension task 

Assessment QRI-5 
Interesting passages 

 

Measure 

% questions correct 

% ideas recalled  

 

Listening Comprehension - % questions correct 

Listening Comprehension – summary score 

Reading Comprehension - % questions correct 

Reading Comprehension – summary score 

 

 


