Evaluations of Rapid Advance Literacy Program
Session 1:  June through September 2005

Introduction

The purpose of the Rapid Advance Literacy Program at Vaca Valley Adult School, Solano Prison as stated in the official Proposal is “To implement [a] 90-day reading [class] for inmates with TABE reading scores of 3.9 or below”.  There were five specific education objectives:

· To instruct inmates in the skills and strategies in an intensive reading program so that they will efficiently and effectively read expository and non-expository texts and enhance their test-taking abilities.

· To provide regular ABE classes with students with reading levels at 4.0 or higher 

· To help students accelerate their progress to the completion of a GED.

· To meet Armstrong compliances for students with education disabilities.

· To instruct students in life skills strategies.

· To instruct students in reading, analyzing and interpreting math word problems.

The Course of Action of the program were successfully

implemented using the following procedures:

· Identifying Students with Reading Problems    using three primary assessment tools:

· TABE Reading and Vocabulary tests

· Quick Phonics Survey (QPS)     

· Qualitative Reading Inventory-3 (QRI-3)

· Assessing Reading:  Multiple Measures for Kindergarten Through Eight Grade  
· Student Selection      Student participation in the classes will be through

· Formal scores from the TABE and QRI-3, and

· Informal oral and written instruments through instructor and inmate “interviews”.

· Classroom Structure
· One class of students whose reading level is below 3.9.

· Intensive direct study, inmate T.A. facilitation, and daily assignments to be completed in the housing units.

· Class was of 90 days in duration.

Results
After 18 months the program is to undergo a comprehension evaluation analysis to determine education efficacy.  Success will be variously measured against expectations and reviewing post-instructed students in ABE programs for academic success.  Each of the four components listed above (identification of students, student selection, classroom structure, and identifying students with reading problems) will be evaluated as compared to like components over the number of sessions completed.  (The maximum number of sessions for the 18 month-period that may possibly be completed is 6.  Realistically, given variances endemic to students who are incarcerated the number of sessions will probably be five.)

· Pre- and Post-testing Batteries

There was difficulty in identifying the first group of students for the first session.  There were various reasons for this:

1. TABE results were very inconsistent with the ability levels for many students who had previously taken the test before being enrolled in this class.  There were various reasons for this:

a. Students had either intentionally done bad on the test so as not to be placed in an academic setting that necessitated them having at least a 4.0 reading score.

b. Students had not cared as what their scores would turn out.

Because of these two factors there were students who were enrolled who would test much higher than their initial scores.  In truth, they demonstrated above 4.0 competencies on individual assessments.  However, because I could no longer take the time to ‘find’ students with true below 4.0 scores and because many of these students who did test below 4.0 didn’t want to participate in the class, I decided to enroll above 4.0 students.  However, this is not to say that they didn’t benefit from the class as the following results will demonstrate.  After discussion with my supervisors and SCEP it was decided to go ahead with the class roster that I had at the time. 

All students were pre-tested for the TABE reading and vocabulary sections (tests 1 and 5), irrespective of whether or not they had taken the full TABE battery within six months of being admitted to the class.  The reason I administered the two section tests was because I felt that students ( because of the above 1. a., b. points) would be more motivated to do the best they could given that they knew they were admitted to a class that they wanted to be in.


Students were also pre-tested with various reading assessments:

· QRI-3 Qualitative Reading Inventory (measures the recognition of words out of context)

· CORE Phonics Survey (three sections)

· alphabet skills comprising of letter identification and letter-sound correspondence skills

· reading and decoding skills

· spelling skills

· San Diego Quick Assessment (also measures the recognition of words out of context)

· Fry Oral Reading Test (measures the rate and accuracy with which a student reads text aloud)

I decided to administer two tests of word recognition to determine more accurately vocabulary-identification level (grade level) by comparing both scores.

The class began with 14 students one of whom was placed on Administration Segregation after almost three weeks in class.  Of the remaining thirteen students six showed improvement in both their reading and vocabulary scores on the TABE.  Interestingly, the scores of two students declined, for reasons that – I feel – were evident to me on closer observation.

Below is a list of those students whose TABE reading and vocabulary scores. I have delineated the scores according to those who tested above 3.0 (but who were, nevertheless, admitted to class due to time constraints and because I was not able to get a full roster of students who had scores below 3.9 and who wanted to be in the class) and those who tested below 3.9

The following are test scores for students who tested 4.0 or higher on the TABE reading pre- and post-tests plus supplementary vocabulary scores:






         TABE

Name

CDC#

Pre-test

Post-test

Difference
White

P-99753
Reading
4.1
Reading
5.2
+ 1.1





Vocabulary
5.4
Vocabulary
6.9
+ 1.6

Acosta
T-96850
Reading
6.6
Reading
3.4
-----





Vocabulary
6.9
Vocabulary
5.1
-----

Anderson
V-58363
Reading
4.1
Reading
3.2
-----






Vocabulary
4.2
Vocabulary
2.6
-----

Perkins
D-47085
Reading
6.9
Reading
6.9
   0.0






Vocabulary
4.9
Vocabulary
6.9
+ 2.0

Ross

V-68872
Reading
5.6
Reading
5.9
+ 0.3






Vocabulary
6.9
Vocabulary
6.9
+ 0.0

Warren
K-67244
Reading
5.0
Reading
6.9
+ 1.9





Vocabulary
3.3
Vocabulary
6.9
+ 3.6

Ashby



Reading
5.0
Vocabulary 
6.9

Students (except for the anomalies discussed below) showed an average increase of +1.02 for reading and + 1.8 for the vocabulary scores.  I did not include Inmate Acosta’s test scores.  Acosta purposefully tested badly on his test for he wanted to return for session two (a ploy that did not work).  Also, because the TABE instrument used was “E” level, which ‘tops off’ at 6.9, the average scores would probably have been higher if Inmates Perkins and Ross had taken the “M” level instrument.  Anderson’s scores are an anomaly and for which I am at a loss to explain.  I do believe that his reading post-test score is more on the mark and that, surprisingly to me, his vocabulary post-test score is lower than I thought it would be.  Inmate Ashby was put on Administrative Segregation on 07/19/05.


Even though these students, according to the original mandate of the proposal (3.9 or below on their TABE reading scores), should not have been in the class they, nevertheless, did show marked improvement over a time period of three months and of 40 actual teaching days – a success story that is hard to deny.

The following are test scores for students who tested 3.9 or lower on the TABE reading pre- and post-tests plus supplementary vocabulary scores:

     TABE

Name

CDC#

Pre-test

Post-test

Difference
Ali

V-17278
Reading

2.6
Reading     
3.3
+ 0.7





Vocabulary     
2.3
Vocabulary    2.9
+ 0.6

Street

H-31983
Reading       

3.4
Reading      
5.0
+ 1.6





Vocabulary     
2.3
Vocabulary
4.1
+ 1.8

Chavez
V-39450
Reading       

2.2
Reading      
3.6
+ 1.4





Vocabulary     
3.3
Vocabulary
1.6
+ 1.7

Aguilar
V-19318
Reading       

2.1
Reading
5.0
+ 2.9





Vocabulary     
2.6
Vocabulary
4.8
+ 2.6

Allen

J-94713
Reading     

2.6
Reading
3.9
+1.3





Vocabulary

2.4
Vocabulary
3.2
+0.8

The average reading score was +1.65 and that of the vocabulary +1.67.  I have no doubt that Inmate Aguilar improved during the session (for he was a very diligent and conscientious student) but I waver a bit over the large increases.  I think he purposefully ‘underscored’ on the pre-test to be assured of a position in the class.  I have not received Inmate Allen’s post-scores as of this writing.

Overall (for all scores for students whose scores are accounted for as true assessments) the average increase for reading was +1.25 and for vocabulary + 1.67.

Results for the First Three-month Session:  What worked?

Generally, I was pleased with the class.  I realized that the inaugural class would be ‘experimental’ insofar that I would need to initiate instructional lessons class-wide that might not be correct for all students although, in the afternoon classes, I chose reading materials and other activities appropriate to the more undifferentiated reading levels in the class.  What definitely worked was the class enthusiasm:  the students felt they were learning and participating, and participate most did.

One of the most pleasurable activities was writing a ‘story’ from pictures that they choose.  (All of the pictures were taken from National Geographic.  Some were amusing, some pithy, some amusing; all thoughtful.  I had them think on two planes:  first, they described as to what they actually saw using as many descriptives as possible.  This I called the ‘outward’, visible part.  Then, they were to dwell on their impression of the story behind the picture.  I then had them do one writing, a re-write, and then a final writing on newsprint with the picture.  We did this exercise several times and after they finished they read their story to the class.  I composed each story on the computer and, with each picture; I took them to M. Rogers, Print Graphics on Level III to format them into a little booklet to be distributed to the students and others.

We focused on syllabication and words as derivatives and their functions.  We also did quite a bit with affixes as well as with connotative and denotative meanings of words.  Of course vocabulary enrichment also played a large part of our studies – one of my favorite activities.  (One of my favorite fields is etymology.  I enjoyed telling them the historical and social contexts of the origins of words.)


Unfortunately I don’t have too large of a ‘lending library’ but what I had I shared with the students.  I also read to them a story called The Giver – a sci-fi / social commentary that they enjoyed.  (Frankly, more so than I had thought they would!)  I also invited students from the class to read passages from the book; a task they enjoyed and which helped with fluency.)

Results for the First Three-month Session:  What didn’t work?
There wasn’t anything that definitively didn’t work, only that I wish I had handled some exercises differently.  

· I feel that students would have gained more through decoding drills.  This would have helped struggling students with more tools for more independent work.

· Although we did quite a bit on basic grammar skills, I should have done more with basic sentence writing (i.e., grammar within the context of sentences).

· Although we did quite a bit on building vocabulary skills, I should have done more exercises with the students to better-reinforce new words that were introduced with each reading lesson.

· Above all, I should have divided afternoon group sessions more narrowly.  Students were too ‘unlike’ in their ability groups.
Session 2:  October through December 2005
The Students

All of the students in the second session have not only tested below the mandatory 3.9 reading level on the TABE but most have also tested below 2.5.  Four that I individually tested (using the QRI-3 and various other vocabulary and short reading inventories) are at the primer / pre-primer level.  Most of the students have mild to severe problems with corresponding sounds to letters, a very important and necessary step to effective decoding skills.  At least two of the students experienced severe head trauma at a young age.  This may preclude my being able to effectively helping them due to my lack of knowledge and training in the pathology of physiological disorders.  However, most students seem sincere in their interest in improving their reading skills.

Organization of the Class


The class will be structured differently this session:

· There will be more decoding practices.  (Most the students will receive intense drilling in basic decoding skills with primary emphasis on sound/letter correspondence).

· There will be at least three different (and possibly four) reading groups in the afternoon sessions.  One of these groups will receive intense letter/sound correspondence reinforcement (but all will receive some at various times throughout the session).

· Whereas vocabulary-building was a primary force last session (and will be this session, but to a lesser extent) more focus will be on discreet words outside context of the sentence.

· Sight words (quick word recognition) will play a more important role.  Students will be encouraged to develop – at the minimum – a repertory of 300 basic sight words.  However, 300 will be the minimum for (as I anticipate) half of the class.  I don’t foresee more than this number for most of the students.

Summary

I am please with the results for the first session.  There is no doubt that the session was a success for all students.  Two of first-session students (Chavez and Anderson) are enrolled in the second session.  (As stated, I do believe that Anderson’s post-scores are probably accurate and that, though he has improved – and verified through teacher observation and post-individual testing – he will need more support and skill-building before he will be ready for ABE 1.  I am certain that students did, in fact, improve during the three-month session.  I instituted a policy whereby the students felt secure in the classroom and that their unique contributions to the learning process were not only valid but vital as well.  As well, word has ‘gotten out’ that this class is a place where people learn and that it’s worth attending and participating in.  This, above all, is very gratifying to me.  That word it out is borne out by the fact that I have a ‘waiting list’ for this class, a most satisfying outcome.
Sessions 3 and 4:  January through June 2006
· Students

There was more student movement during the last six months than during the first six.  This was particularly true for January and February but less for March.  As such, it was difficult to maintain consistency in the teaching of the curriculum.  I found myself using materials that I had not chosen as core readings and as supplementary items.  It wasn’t until late March that I was able to introduce a systematic approach to literacy skills and strategies that built upon previous work.

· Formal Assessment

· TABE


I was not able to get substantive TABE reading and vocabulary scores until February.  Following is a summary of average scores for February – June:





Jan.           Feb.           Mar.           Ap.            May         June


Reading

3.3
       3.0
    3.4

3.4
       3.4
  3.5


Vocabulary
2.5
       3.3
    3.4

3.4
       3.4
  3.2


The scores were uniform.  Three students’ scores, who scored above 3.9 and who were subsequently moved to higher levels, are not included here.


Unlike the first two sessions where reading and vocabulary scores at times varied greatly, these scores are, predictably, more in line of what is expected for reading levels and vocabulary development.  The scores are uniform due to little or no movement from month to month (not including January when the previous class had been dissolved at the end of the second session).


TABE books used were either E or M.  I did not use a locator tool but will for future assessment.  This will guarantee a more accurate level diagnostic.  There were two or three students who should have tested using E instead of M and vice versa.  I feel confident that all students tried their best and didn’t attempt to ‘blow the test’ to remain in the class.


The new testing coordinator is now in the process of orientation and training.  TABE scores are not available for post-testing period.

· Individual Diagnostic Assessments Tools
· CORE (Consortium on Reading Excellence) Phonics Survey: reading and decoding


Assesses the phonics and phonics-related skills that have a high rate of application in beginning reading.  Especially useful for assessing beginning readers for:

1. alphabet skills

2. reading and decoding skills

3. spelling skills


In particular, CORE assesses identification of letter/sound correspondence and decoding of nonsense words [e.g., ‘slifnate’] which demonstrate of correct decoding of unknown words.

· San Diego Quick Assessment (Vocabulary)

Assesses the recognition of words out of context.

· Fry Oral Reading Test

Assesses the rate and accuracy with which a student reads text aloud (of a reading passage).

· Assessment of Reading Comprehension (CLOZE)

Assesses reading comprehension by means of CLOZE, in which students read a series of passages and supply words that have been related.

· General Individual Results for Diagnostic Assessments
Students who showed improvement in various areas (specifically vocabulary development):

Ramos
Ramos’s reading is hesitant and fluency has not improved markedly.  However, his vocabulary level is lower 4th, a marked 
improvement from his previous lower 3rd a year ago.

Albino
Albino’s reading is also hesitant, but fluency has improved in the last six months.  His vocabulary level is mid 4th and has improved from his previous upper 3rd a year ago.

Rufus
Rufus is new this session.  He exhibits much confusion with consonant blends and syllabication, among other problems.  However, he has show improvement in both fluency and vocabulary development during the last three months though vocabulary development scores are inconclusive.

Street
Street has not improved that much since beginning the class save in the area of vocabulary in which he has improved in at least one grade level.

Chhean
Chhean, whose first language is Cambodian, is one of my better students.  His oral speech is still very hesitant and at times difficult to comprehend though his grammar is well-developed.  He has 
improved one grade level in vocabulary.  He’s a diligent worker.

Le
Le, like Chhean, has phonological problems though not as
pronounced as Chhean’s.  Le is very quick and has improved one and one-half level in vocabulary development.  His fluency is quite good.

Other Students


Leblanc   P-31480, Vessell   H-94712, and SaeLee   V-84119 were inconclusive in their tests.  Vessell, like Street and Rufus, has phonological problems.  I will elaborate on this below.


Howard   V-82736 and Harwood   F-18702 should be in ABE 3.  I’ve submitted their name for transfer.  Iles   V-98844, though tested at mid 3rd grade level should be in ABE 1.  He’s quick and insightful in his learning and would benefit from a more challenging environment than Lit #1.   Ali   J-71555 has many medication-related problems and his attendance is problematic.


McVey   K-46935 has been issued 115 for not attending.  (I also believe that his level is higher than 3.9.)

Results for Third and Fourth Sessions:

· Bilinguals and Specific Problems

Bilinguals pose particular, language-determined problems.  The primary is that of phonology, especially for those whose first language is Asian.  This, however, is not necessarily a determent for vocabulary development.  Two of my better students, one whose first language is Cambodian and the other’s first language is Vietnamese, are quite proficient in vocabulary acquisition, albeit with accents that, at times, impede their decoding skills of English phonology.  However, another student, a Lao / Mien speaker, has great difficulty in decoding new words.  He has a very incomplete and ‘fossilized’ English phonological system.   Nevertheless, he’s quite quick but needs to ‘relearn’ much of what he has learned (due, in large part, to having learned English from other speakers of Lao / Mien who probably have had incomplete and / or inaccurate listening access to spoken English).  Two Spanish speakers also exhibit difficulties, but not as phonologically severe as those of the Asian speakers.
· Native Speakers and Specific Problems


Native English speakers, in particular those who speak the language using very distinct but linguistically-bound rules of pronunciation, also face problems similar to bilinguals in the area of phonology.


African-American speakers of English in my class speak an English that is linguistically classified as Black English (more popularly known as ‘Ebonics’).  Black English has been highly influenced by phonological and morphological pattern of West African languages first spoken by slaves who were brought to the New World.  As such, standard pronunciation of Black English (rural and urban) may have interference problems when learning to read and decode Standard English.  For example, Black English speakers often switch [s] and [k] as in the word ‘ask’ [aks].  This is not an ‘error’ but a rule that follows certain phonological parameters for Black English.


Other problems are grammatical and which occur due to sociological / cultural reasons and cut across all ethnic boundaries.  An example is the substituting of ‘seen’ and ‘done’ as the preterit.  Although not a barrier to decoding and / or comprehension strategy, it does cause confusion in grammatical misunderstanding for the correct use of the preterit and present and past participles.  

· Other Problems



As noted above there are phonological decoding problems among native speakers (Rufus, Street and, in particular, Vessell) that, quite frankly, puzzle me.  As I have repeatedly stated here and elsewhere I am not an ‘expert’ in reading disabilities although it appears that some many feel that someone who is educationally and professionally proficient in teaching literacy and reading to be ‘automatically’ so endowed in learning difficulties.  This is far from the case.  My findings from observation:

· A persistent confusion with letter-sound correspondence, particularly with digraphs and consonant blends.  For example, there is persistent learning difficulty in analogizing patterns of blends; e.g., [bl] from one group of words to another.  A reader may be successful in initiating a list of bl- words but will ‘forget’ the task after a period of time.

· A persistent occurrence of letter-transposing across many kinds of phonological environments; e.g., -er- consistently becomes –re-.

· A consistent reliance upon the teacher for help (though I help by supplying initial sounds or syllables or give other phonological or morphological clues).



Street and Vessell are consistent with the above problems.  Rufus has shown more progress.  He and Vessell have become less reliant upon me for help.  I have consistently encouraged them not to look up from their reading for the answer and to rely upon their own skills and strategies.
Final Session:  August 2006 through October 2006 

Revised January, 2007

· Students

Most students were retained from the previous session.  Two students, both bilingual, were added during October.  Bright and enthusiastic, they were far more proficient in their reading and writing skills than in their oral abilities (although they caught on quickly).  These two, young, bilinguals are part of a newly identified group of students known as Generation 1.5.  More detail on this topic is covered below.

Formal Individual Assessment 


· CORE (Consortium on Reading Excellence) Phonics Survey: reading and decoding

· San Diego Quick Assessment (Vocabulary)

· Fry Oral Reading Test

· Assessment of Reading Comprehension (CLOZE)

Recommendations
1. Books that are more content oriented.  Contextualization has been shown to increase reading skills and vocabulary development.  The more general context of books with topics that are timely and interesting, the more success the reading rate and fluency.

2. Books that are geared to skills and strategies that foster analytical thinking, such as opinion vs. fact, analyzing statements, making inferences, summarizing, predicting, etc.

3. Readers of high interest level for adults and, in particular, adult men.  There are good readers that have abridged great authors (mostly fiction), but we need to acquire books that deal with interest-laden topics for men.  However, we also must be aware that ‘typical’ topics of interest for men (such as sports, cars / racing, etc.) need to be supplemented with content subjects in the sciences, social sciences, and contemporary literature.

4. Although OEC has officially designated textbooks that are approved by the California Department of Education for K -12 classes, I feel that the texts may be inappropriate for adults and certainly not for incarcerated adult males.  My initial preview 


I recommend that OEC research the development, writing, and field-testing of a series of readers for inmates whose reading skills are below 4.0.  The series should incorporate the following:

1. Decoding exercises that are pedagogically proven to enhance decoding success for adult English language speakers.

2. Vocabulary development exercises to enhance word development in context reading.

3. Comprehension exercises that foster high-order thinking skills (such as summarizing, analyzing details, predicting, making inferences, etc.).

4. Reading topics that are timely and of sufficient interest for adults with special emphasis on those topics germane to the interest of incarcerated adults.
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