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This is a refereed source (journal or book).  

1. What is the name or title of the instructional strategy/model, program, material, or intervention?  What was the research question?  What was the intended outcome of the goal? 

Name/Title: Prior Knowledge/Schema Strategies on Inferential Reading Comprehension

Research Question:  What is the impact of prior knowledge and schema activation strategies on the inferential reading comprehension of children with and without learning disabilities?

· Is there a difference in the inferential reading comprehension performance of students with learning disabilities and their NLD age-level and NLD reading-level peers on passages about familiar and unfamiliar topics?

· Do the three groups of subjects (LD students, their NLD age peers, and their NLD reading-level peers) perform equally well on inferential comprehension scores within subject- and experimenter-activated conditions and on both familiar and unfamiliar passages?

Description of Subjects:  The sample consisted of 48 children from schools in the metropolitan New Orleans area.  The 16 children with learning disabilities were enrolled as seventh and eighth graders in one of two public middle schools.  Among the NLD subjects, 16 were in the eighth grade and attended either of the same two middle schools.  The remaining 16 NLD students were fifth graders in an elementary school that served as a feeder school to the two middle schools.

The three participating schools were similar in terms of socioeconomic status, and none of them was eligible for Chapter I funding.

For students with LD to be in the study, they were required to meet the following criteria:  1) classification as LD based on a multidisciplinary evaluation conducted by state-certified pupil appraisal personnel in accordance with federal and state guidelines, 5) below-average performance on a standardized reading comprehension test, and c) adequate decoding skills on a fourth-grade reading passage.

2. Describe the strategy/model, program, material, or intervention.

The purpose of this study was to investigate the inferential comprehension performance of students classified as learning disabled.  

· Is there a difference in the inferential reading comprehension performance of students with learning disabilities and their NLD age-level and NLD reading-level peers on passages about familiar and unfamiliar topics?

· Do the three groups of subjects (LD students, their NLD age peers, and their NLD reading-level peers) perform equally well on inferential comprehension scores within subject- and experimenter-activated conditions and on both familiar and unfamiliar passages?

3. Describe the design of the study (sample selection, assignment to treatment, controls, length of intervention, etc.)

Procedure:

· Subjects were individually administered a pretest, evaluating students’ decoding ability and their prior knowledge related to the topics in the study’s 16 reading passages.

· Subjects participated in two test sessions, each 30-45 minutes long.

· First Test Session – each student met with the examiner individually to read half of the passages and to answer comprehension questions.

· Second Test Session – each student met again individually with the examiner to read the remaining eight passages.

· Experimental Sessions

· Examiner read instructions from a prepared script.

· Students read the passages, half in the first session, the other half in the second session.  Students’ reading of passage was timed. Half the passages were of familiar subjects whereas the others were on topics unfamiliar to the students.  Students began with the most easily read passages and then proceeded to the most difficult.  Students were prompted to share their prior knowledge on half the passages, and just expected to share on the other half.

· After counting backward from 12 to 1, the students told the examiner what they remembered about the passage and then completed orally five inferential comprehension questions.

· Design

Students were randomly assigned to experimental group containing same number of learning disabled, non learning disabled eighth graders, and non learning disabled fifth graders.  They were also randomly assigned to one of two orders of passages and to one of two different sequences of passages.  Thus the study involved three between-subjects ways (3x2x2).

· Materials

· The Inferential Reading Comprehension Test was used; 16 of the 24 passages were chosen for this study.

· Pretest of decoding ability – one passage was used to establish a record of decoding accuracy and speed. 

· Pretest of prior knowledge – a multiple choice test was used to empirically conform the extent of prior knowledge of the 16 topics.

· Experimental phase test of comprehension – the five open-ended comprehension questions for the 16 passages were scored.  

4.
What instruments were used to collect data and what metric(s) (Effect size, tests of significance, etc.) were used to report results?  (Include all measures of dependent variable as well as implementation, attitudes, etc.)

Pretest of Decoding Ability
One passage was used to establish a record of decoding accuracy and speed.

· A statistically significant difference was found between the three groups for number of words read correctly on the pretest.  The effect size was 73.6/314.8= .234.

· A statistically significant difference between groups emerged for time to orally read the pretest passage.  Students in the LD group took longer to read.  The effect size was 11,685/35,915.9=.325.

· The students in the LD group and the students in the NLD eighth- and fifth-grade groups were similar in terms of levels of prior knowledge for both the familiar and unfamiliar topics.  

· Students in each group demonstrated statistically significant difference between pretest performances on familiar versus unfamiliar topics.  These findings suggest that expected patterns of differential familiarity with passage content did occur with our subjects as in previous studies. 

Experimental Phase Test of Comprehension
The five open-ended comprehension questions for the 16 passages were scored.  

· Is there a difference in the inferential reading comprehension performance of students with learning disabilities and their NLD age-level and NLD reading-level peers on passages about familiar and unfamiliar topics?

The research results suggest that nearly all the differences in the three groups was characterized by similarities between the LD students and their reading-level peers and the dissimilarities between the NLD eighth graders as against the LD students and the NLD fifth graders. The results also suggest that scores on both passage types were relatively equal in their ability to isolate the pattern of group differences and similarities that was noted.

· Do the three groups of subjects (LD students, their NLD age peers, and their NLD reading-level peers) perform equally well on inferential comprehension scores within subject- and experimenter-activated conditions and on both familiar and unfamiliar passages?

There were 16 dependent variables that were addressed.  The analyses suggests that nearly all the differences in the three groups were characterized by similarities between the students with  LD  and their reading level peers  and dissimilarities between the NLD eighth graders and the students with LD and the NLD fifth graders.

5. Briefly describe and summarize the results of the study.

This study provided additional evidence that the inferential integration of prior knowledge with explicit text content is facilitated by well-developed prior knowledge schemata.

This study also used a multivariate perspective, which honors the complexity of this kind of research.

This study verified that students were able to answer more inferential comprehension questions about familiar topics and fewer inferential comprehension questions about unfamiliar topics.  These results emphasize again the powerful effect of prior knowledge on a reader’s comprehension.

The first research question was designed to investigate subject group differences in performance on tasks requiring inferential comprehension.  The findings suggest that when they have an adequately developed knowledge base for the topic, children with LD can answer inferential questions, although not as efficiently as their NLD age-level peers.  Thus, there was no evidence of a breakdown in the skill-processing mechanisms used by students with LD.  As indicated by the planned contrasts tests, the performance of the students with LD was comparable to that of their NLD reading-level peers, as against the performance of their NLD age-level peers.

The second question concerned the effect of two schema activation strategies on students inferential comprehension.  The subjects in all three groups responded favorably to the experimenter  prompting.  This finding has important implications for the way students with LD, and all students, learn.  For familiar topics, the students with LD and their NLD age-level peers apparently did not need experimenter prompting to activate prior knowledge.  However, when performance on unfamiliar passages in the two conditions is compared, all three student groups significantly benefited from experimenter activation.  It should be emphasized that these were difficult passages to comprehend, not in terms of word recognition, but in terms of the manipulation involved in extrapolating inferences from passages about less familiar topics.

Given the results of the present study, the position is taken that comprehension of inferential passages requires an adequately developed knowledge base, including both procedural and declarative knowledge.  It seems possible that while the subjects in the LD and the NLD fifth-grade groups had adequately developed declarative knowledge of the familiar topics, they may have lacked procedural knowledge for how to make the inferences needed to comprehend text.  But acquiring the procedural knowledge necessary to extrapolate meaning from passages demanding more inference is a different and difficult task.  

It is recognized that a strategy deficit model has dominated the LD literature in recent years.    It implies that we need to work with students on using the strategies.

6. Did the study include an evaluation of how the intervention was implemented?  Did implementation data address both the frequency of use as well as the integrity of the implementation?

No:  
X

Yes: 

  If yes, briefly describe.

7.
Were gains in student achievement reported?

No:  


Yes: 
X
  If yes, briefly describe.

Yes, but only on dependent measures provided by the experimenters.


If student achievement gains were reported, were they sustained over time?

No, none was provided in the article.

8.
 Replication:  Did the study cite previous tests of this treatment?  Is this study a replication of an earlier study?

No:  


Yes: 
X
  If yes, briefly describe.

Yes, but . . . 

A study by Snider (1989) investigated the effects of levels of prior knowledge and types of reading passages (textually explicit, textually implicit, scriptially implicit) on comprehension performance.  Snider demonstrated that students with LD, directly taught the knowledge needed to answer comprehension questions of all types, did better than students in the control group.  Snider concluded that declarative knowledge had a statistically significant impact on the comprehension questions of all types, both the explicit and implicit, that LD students could answer.

While Snider’s work focused on just LD students, these authors chose to extend their work to include both those students identified as LD and those that were not.

Summary
This study compared the reading comprehension abilities of students with learning disabilities and those of both their age peers and their reading-level peers.  

This study provided additional evidence that the inferential integration of prior knowledge with explicit text content is facilitated by well-developed prior knowledge schemata.

This study verified that students were able to answer more inferential comprehension questions about familiar topics and fewer inferential comprehension questions about unfamiliar topics.  These results emphasize again the powerful effect of prior knowledge on a reader’s comprehension.

The first research question was designed to investigate subject group differences in performance on asks requiring inferential comprehension.  The findings suggest that when they have an adequately developed knowledge base for the topic, children with LD can answer inferential questions, although not as efficiently as their NLD age-level peers.  Thus, there was no evidence of a breakdown in the skill-processing mechanisms used by students with LD.  As indicated by the planned contrasts tests, the performance of the students with LD was comparable to that of their NLD reading-level peers, as against the performance of their NLD age-level peers.

The second question concerned the effect of two schema activation strategies on students' inferential comprehension.  The subjects in all three groups responded favorably to the experimenter prompting.  This finding has important implications for the way students with LD, and all students, learn.  For familiar topics, the students with LD and their NLD age-level peers apparently did not need experimenter prompting to activate prior knowledge.  However, when performance on unfamiliar passages in the two conditions is compared, all three student groups significantly benefited from experimenter activation.  It should be emphasized that these were difficult passages to comprehend, not in terms of word recognition, but in terms of the manipulation involved in extrapolating inferences from passages about less familiar topics.

Given the results of the present study, the position is taken that comprehension of inferential passages requires an adequately developed knowledge base, including both procedural and declarative knowledge.  It seems possible that while the subjects in the LD and the NLD fifth-grade groups had adequately developed declarative knowledge of the familiar topics, they may have lacked procedural knowledge for how to make the inferences needed to comprehend text.  But acquiring the procedural knowledge necessary to extrapolate meaning from passages demanding more inference is a different and difficult task.  

Comments:  Obviously, teachers need to assure that students have the prior knowledge needed to attack new information.  A move from a “deficit” to an interactive view of learning disabilities requires a more holistic, constructive approach to learning.  Rather than viewing learners as “able” or “disabled,” we must discover AND PROVIDE the conditions under which ALL (and EACH) individuals will learn.  
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