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Abstract

:

This paper looks at the effects of an intervention, based on fluency oriented reading instruction (FORI), on the motivation for reading among struggling readers in First Class in Irish primary schools. The intervention took place in learning support settings in three primary schools located in urban educationally disadvantaged communities in North Dublin. The study was conducted through a pragmatic lens with research questions framed to shed light on the motivation for reading of students in First Class from disadvantaged backgrounds. A mixed methods design with a concurrent triangulation strategy was employed, facilitating the exploration of multiple research questions using questionnaires and semi-structured interviews with teachers and parents and conversational interviews and surveys with students. The perspective of reading motivation guiding the study recognised the overlapping influences of teachers, parents and the student himself or herself. Findings, as reported by these research informants, indicate that the FORI intervention had a positive impact on the motivation for reading of struggling readers in First Class. In particular, the intervention was found to decrease students’ perceived difficulty with reading and increase their reading self-efficacy and orientation towards reading.
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1. Introduction


In today’s society, it is critical that every child has the fullest opportunity to become an accomplished reader. Instructional strategies in reading are continually debated as the quality of an individual’s life is affected by their literacy competence, which in turn is essential for an individual’s personal and social fulfilment. The consequences of not learning to read proficiently are enormous, with those failing in this regard facing personal, social and economic limitations [1]. Internationally, there has been considerable interest in identifying ways in which to improve literacy standards and so avert the aforementioned consequences. In Ireland, despite the level of interest focused on improving literacy standards and the magnitude of policies in this regard, many students, particularly those from lower socioeconomic backgrounds, continue to have difficulty achieving success in reading [2].



1.1. Background


The most common approach to assist children who present with reading difficulties in Irish primary schools is to withdraw them from the regular classroom and provide learning support tuition either individually or in smaller groups [3,4]. Research on the nature of reading instruction provided in these withdrawal settings indicates an emphasis on cognitive and metacognitive processes with less attention paid to motivational instruction and the role played by affective factors [5,6,7]. However, the affective aspects of reading have been shown to contribute unique variance to reading achievement, and differences in reading attitude and motivation have been implicated in the socioeconomic gaps in reading achievement found consistently worldwide [8,9,10,11]. Young students, who have difficulties in learning to read, need to be particularly motivated in order to engage in a process where they have already experienced failure [7]. The extent to which they are motivated by their early reading instruction, therefore, has a significant impact on the likelihood of them succeeding in reading, which in turn can impact on their school experiences in later years [12]. Consequently, finding ways to motivate young children to read is identified as a priority in reading research [13].



This paper presents the results of research carried out on the effects of fluency oriented reading instruction (FORI) on the motivation for reading among struggling readers from areas of low socioeconomic status. Research in the area of motivation has an extensive history and has long been regarded as having a key role in reading achievement [14]. Hence, a better understanding of the relationship between fluency oriented reading instruction and motivation to read has practical and theoretical implications. If this particular type of reading instruction is found to significantly impact on motivation to read, this would indicate a need to focus more on improving oral reading fluency skills. Conversely if motivation to read has a subsequent and sustainable effect on reading skill development, this would indicate a need to integrate more techniques into early reading instruction that are focused on improving student motivation to read as well as techniques that specific reading skills.




1.2. Description of Study


The study, which was conducted in three disadvantaged primary schools in the Dublin Northside Partnership catchment area, examined the effects of an on-site reading intervention on the motivation for reading of struggling readers. The intervention, which was based on fluency oriented reading instruction, took place in learning support classrooms in these schools. The research focused on students in First Class who were receiving learning support for reading and were identified as having poor motivation for reading. The study is specifically focused on students in First Class as research has shown this to be a critical period of rapid skill development that can take readers from word-by-word reading to fluent speech-like reading by the end of that grade [15,16].




1.3. Rationale for Fluency Oriented Reading Instruction


Helping students become fluent readers is a central goal of early reading instruction [17,18,19]. Students who do not develop reading fluency by the middle grades of primary school normally struggle with reading throughout their lives [20,21]. While numerous reading theories and a wide range of research have focused on explaining how children learn to read [20,22,23], there is still much debate amongst reading researchers, parents and teachers over which types of early reading instruction are most effective [24,25,26]. In addition to early reading instruction that focuses on phonics, word decoding skills, vocabulary development, and comprehension, reading instruction that builds a child’s oral reading fluency is now considered by some reading researchers to be a vital but often neglected element of a balanced reading programme [18,20,21,27].



Fluency oriented instruction was selected based on research indicating that reading fluency is an important factor when considering a reading intervention for students experiencing difficulties with reading in the early years of primary school [28]. Oral reading fluency is seen as fundamental to the holistic development of reading skills as children move from word-by-word to fluent, expressive reading [29,30,31]. It has been identified as a particularly salient factor when considering the achievement, or lack of achievement, for young struggling readers who have a greater deficit in reading fluency than in word recognition or comprehension [30,31]. Other research suggests that word recognition and reading fluency difficulties may be the key concern for upwards of 90% of children with significant problems in reading comprehension [32].




1.4. Fluency Oriented Instruction and Struggling Readers


Fluency in any activity is achieved largely through practice and repetition—the musician rehearses, the athlete engages in training drills, the actor spends time rehearsing pieces that will eventually be performed on stage, and the child learning to ride a bike spends hours repeating the same basic skills in a quest for competence. The practice referred to in these contexts involves the repetition of a particular tune, skill, movement, or composition many times. Similarly, fluency is achieved in reading through repeated practice of selected texts. While skilled and competent readers who have mastered decoding (word recognition) are often able to achieve and maintain fluency in reading through wide and independent reading, for poor readers, repeated reading of the same text is an essential method for achieving fluency [18,33]. Research on repeated reading as an instructional strategy indicates that when students orally practiced a piece of text they improved on their rate, accuracy and reading comprehension of that text [34]. Such an accomplishment is to be expected given the same text is revisited many times. However, it is also found that when students moved to new passages, their initial readings of those new pieces are read with higher levels of fluency and comprehension than the initial readings of the previous passage, even though the new passage was as difficult as or more challenging than the previous piece [33].




1.5. Motivation and Reading


Traditionally, research carried out on motivation as it pertained to education focused mainly on the concept of achievement or academic motivation as a broad construct generalized across all domains in a child’s academic experience. Only in the relatively recent past has research focused on the intersection of motivation and reading achievement [7,35]. Researchers and educators who have conducted investigations specifically in the field of motivation for reading have found the concept to be multifaceted with a recognition of the affective domain as a critical element in reading instruction [36,37]. Once the affective aspects of reading were recognised as important in skill development [36], a variety of constructs were posited by theorists to explain reading motivation and how it influences students’ reading engagement [38,39].



Since the ultimate goal of literacy instruction is ‘the development of readers who can read and who choose to read’ [40] (p. 19), it is now generally accepted by teachers of young children that reading motivation plays a critical role in reading development [41,42]. Research on motivation has thus provided compelling evidence that success in reading demands the integration of cognitive, language and motivational engagement [37]. Recently, there has been a growing interest in the impact of motivation in the early years, leading researchers to focus specifically on the motivation of readers in the lower grades [43,44,45]. Researchers in this area argue that it is still unclear how broad the construct of reading motivation needs to be to capture the early development of reading skills [46]. What is clear is that there are a variety of possible reading motivations that can influence children’s engagement in reading and their reading performance [47,48].




1.6. Importance of Motivation for Struggling Readers


Research has indicated that up to ten percent of the variance in reading performance measures of students in the higher primary class levels is attributed to reading motivation [49]. If individuals believe they can be successful at an activity they strive to master that task. As students become more motivated to engage in the reading process, they are subsequently more likely to be successful [50]. Therefore, students who experience instruction that increases their motivation for reading at an early stage in their schooling are more likely to have a positive academic self-concept. Conversely, a lack of student engagement with literacy is identified in the literature as a fundamental obstacle to achievement in our schools [51] with the likelihood that struggling readers become poorly motivated to read if they repeatedly experience failure in acquiring even the basic reading skills [52,53].



Some researchers have proposed that poor motivation may be a defining feature of reading failure [54,55]. Children at risk for reading failure are likely to hold more negative self-concepts [53,56,57], display less emotional self-regulation [58], and avoid reading activities [59,60]. Morgan and Fuchs [41] in reviewing the research on reading motivation presented a number of studies that point towards a bidirectional relationship between motivation to read and reading skill development. Students tend to read competently and more frequently and without fear of failure when they are motivated to engage in the process [47]. Conversely, children who struggle with reading frequently become de-motivated, read less and become even weaker readers as they progress through the grades [61]. For this reason, motivation can be a compensatory factor, potentially mediating other discrepancies of struggling readers by creating a cycle of increased competence, increased motivation, and increased reading amount [62].





2. Methodology


This study draws on the theoretical perspective of multiple goals in motivation [63]. In particular, the research is grounded in the work of Eccles on expectancy–value theory of motivation [64]. Consistent with expectancy–value perspectives, the study focuses on the research of Guthrie, Coddington and Wigfield [65], who suggest reading orientation and perceived reading difficulty as fundamental constructs in examining reading motivation and on the work of Wigfield et al. [49], who emphasised the role of self-efficacy in reading as a critical construct of motivation. Accordingly, these three constructs of motivation (self-efficacy, reading orientation, and perceived reading difficulty) were selected for this study based on their potential for influencing the development of reading skill in the early primary school years. In this study reading orientation relates predominantly to students’ interest in reading and their attitude toward reading.



The study was conducted through a pragmatic lens, with research questions framed to shed light on the motivation for reading of students in First Class from disadvantaged backgrounds. A mixed methods concurrent triangulation strategy was adopted to gather data from teachers (both class teachers and learning support teachers), students and their parents. In this triangulation approach both quantitative and qualitative data were collected concurrently providing cross-validation and an opportunity to determine whether there was convergence, differences or a combination of both in the data. A summary of the data sources including questionnaires and semi-structured interviews with teachers and parents and conversational interviews and surveys with students is presented in Table 1.



2.1. Research Questions


The research carried out in the course of the intervention examined the effects of fluency oriented reading instruction (FORI) on three reading motivation constructs: reading self-efficacy, reading orientation, and perceived difficulty with reading. In particular, the study sought to investigate the following research questions:




	
What are the effects of FORI on the reading self-efficacy of struggling readers?



	
What are the effects of FORI on the reading orientation of struggling readers?



	
What are the effects FORI on the perceived difficulty with reading of struggling readers?









2.2. The Research Subjects and Participants


The research subjects for the intervention were fifteen students in First Class who were struggling readers and were identified as being poorly motivated for reading. All students (eight boys and seven girls) were between the ages of six years one month and seven years two months at the beginning of the study with a mean age of six years, ten months. The student cohort, located across three research sites, represented seven different nationalities and included one child from the travelling community. (The Travelling community is an Irish ethnic minority group whose members maintain a set of traditions language, culture and customs. The distinctive Traveller identity and culture, based on a nomadic tradition, sets Travellers apart from the sedentary population or ‘settled people’ of Ireland.) The other research participants for the intervention were three learning support teachers, five grade teachers (First Class) and the parents of the participating students.




2.3. Data Collection


The motivation for reading of struggling readers was assessed before and after the reading intervention using the Young Reader Motivation Questionnaire—Student Form (S—YRMQ). The items on this questionnaire were derived from two standard questionnaires—the Young Reader Motivation Questionnaire [43] and the Me and My Reading Survey [66]—and were adapted to the aims of the study. This survey was chosen over more commonly used instruments such as Wigfield, Guthrie, and McGough’s [67] Motivation for Reading Questionnaire because it was designed to be used with younger children. The S—YRMQ was composed of three subscales to represent the three motivational constructs to be assessed. The Efficacy for Reading subscale of the S—YRMQ included six items, e.g., “Do you think you read well?” and “Are you good at remembering words you have seen before?” The Reading Orientation subscale of the S—YRMQ included ten items, e.g., “Is it fun for you when you read books?” and “Do you like to read during your free time or do something else?” while the Perceptions of Difficulty subscale of the S—YRMQ included six items, e.g., “Are the books you read in class too hard?” and “Do you need to get some extra help in reading?” The S—YRMQ was administered to each child individually at the beginning of the intervention and again at the completion of their series of lessons.



Student’s motivation for reading was also assessed using the teacher form of the Young Reader Motivation to Read—Teacher Rating (T-YRMR). This form was designed to parallel the student rating form with questions worded to reflect teachers’ perceptions of their students’ motivation for reading. Class teachers and learning support teachers completed this questionnaire. The T-YRMR featured 20 items spread across three subscales: Perceptions of Student Self-Efficacy for Reading, Perceptions of Student Reading Orientation, and Perceptions of Student Difficulty in Reading. All items were worded in declarative format, e.g., “This student thinks he/she is good at remembering words”; “This student thinks it is fun to read books”. Teachers responded to each item on a 4-point scale (1 = No, Never; 2 = No, Not Usually; 3 = Yes, Sometimes; 4 = Yes, Always). Two additional Likert-style questions were included in the questionnaire to gauge teachers’ overall view of each child’s achievement level in reading for their age and their overall level of motivation for reading.



Qualitative measures were used to triangulate the evidence from these survey instruments by conducting semi-structured interviews with the teachers and conversational interviews with the students. These conversational interviews were also conducted with the students six months after the intervention to explore enduring effects of the intervention. Individual semi-structured interviews and focus group interviews were also held with parents to triangulate data on student’s motivation for reading. These interviews took place before and after the intervention and again six months later.



The concurrent gathering of information throughout this phase provided cross-validation and multiple opportunities to determine whether there was convergence in the data. An elucidation of the triangulation of data to ascertain motivation for reading is presented in Figure 1 where details of the research carried out is illustrated. Bi-directional dotted arrows indicate where comparison of data was used between students and parents and between classroom teachers and learning support teachers to triangulate assessment of student’s motivation for reading both pre and post intervention.



Teacher Questionnaire Validity


As the same questionnaire was completed independently for each student by learning support teachers and class teachers, a valuable validity check on the instrument was possible. Initial inspection of the scores reveals that learning support teachers and class teachers reported very similar ratings for individual students on the reading efficacy and reading orientation subscales. Closer statistical analysis carried out on the ratings reveal a close clustering of scores along the linear trendline, indicating positive correlation coefficients (r = 0.79; r = 0.85) between responses (see Figure 2 and Figure 3).





2.4. The Reading Intervention


The intervention, based on fluency oriented reading instruction (FORI), took place over an eight-week period in three schools. Each day, learning support teachers in these schools instructed struggling readers who were withdrawn from their base class and were taught in groups of five in a learning support room. The fluency oriented reading instruction used in the study was an adaptation of an approach to reading instruction developed by Stahl and Huebach [68]. It was designed to increase the oral reading fluency of the students over the course of the intervention with the hypothesis that this type of instruction would also have a positive influence on their motivation for reading. The intervention featured the gradual release of support from a more knowledgeable reader (in this case the learning support teacher) towards independent reading by the students over the course of a unit of instruction (see Figure 4).



At the beginning of each unit, the learning support teacher carried out full responsibility for modelling a fluent rendering of the text, with a view that the students would be able to read the same text independently by the end of the unit. The programme was agreed by the participating teachers and featured consistent elements such as modelling fluent reading, assisted guided oral reading instruction (e.g., echo reading, choral reading, antiphonal reading, and paired reading), partner reading and home reading. Word study and syntax activities were also integral elements of the intervention to ensure students had opportunities to build up their sight word knowledge in order to recognise words quickly.



Research on reading instruction indicates that students need plenty of opportunities to read significant amounts of connected text to learn to read fluently [68,69,70]. Hence, a feature of the intervention was the repeated reading and timed repeated reading of the same text to improve students’ automatic word recognition along with their use of appropriate expression. To ensure that students were not bored or fatigued by using the same text, a wide variety of fluency related activities were designed based on all texts. At the beginning of each unit the learning support teachers were furnished with multiple copies of the selected core text and a set of resources for each planned activity in the unit.



The intervention was divided into four units of instruction, with each one focused on fluency-related activities built around a single text. Each unit was taught over two consecutive weeks using a pre-determined fluency oriented reading instruction programme for each week (see Table 2). The first lesson of each unit commenced with the teachers presenting the text with a variety of pre-reading activities that introduced the characters and the seminal vocabulary of the narrative. The teachers read aloud from the appropriate text while the students followed along using their text. On the second day of the unit of instruction, the teachers asked the students to echo read the text.



On the third day of the unit, teachers asked their students to perform a choral reading of the passage. The students were engaged in partner reading of the text on day four of the unit. The fifth day of instruction each week involved performance-related activities designed to motivate pupils to continue to participate in the intervention and to engage students in activities such as timed repeated reading and cumulative choral reading.



A constant feature of the intervention was the requirement that students read passages from the core text at home each day and have a parent or guardian sign a home reading log. This was an important element of the intervention as it ensured that parents were kept informed of progress and remained involved in the process. In the second week of the instructional unit, the emphasis was on increasing students’ motivation to read by engaging in a variety of reading activities that encouraged the students to read with increased decoding speed and accuracy. Teachers recorded the use of these core fluency oriented activities (e.g., word dash, timed repeated reading, phrase reading) in an instructional log. The motivational aspect of the intervention was increased by the students recording their progress in these reading activities over the week in their FORI journals. Prosodic elements of fluent reading were also addressed in the second week of each unit when students were introduced to play scripts incorporating vocabulary from the core narratives. Students re-read these scripts in order to prepare for a Readers Theatre performance on the final day of each unit. This strategy, which combined reading practice and performing, enhanced students’ reading skills and confidence by having them practice reading with a purpose.



Intervention Fidelity


Learning support teachers were trained in all of the FORI lessons before administering them. Additionally, all lessons were written out as scripts to help ensure the planned lessons were adhered to and that there was uniformity of instruction across teachers and groups. To determine the fidelity of the lessons, a minimum of three instructional sessions were observed each week. For each lesson, teachers were expected to include a minimum of two core FORI activities. Similarly, for the sessions involving a performance lesson, the teachers were to afford each student the opportunity to perform independently on a previously rehearsed fluency oriented task. Finally, students were inevitably absent for an occasional instructional day due to illness, for example, or their class being involved in another activity. When students missed a lesson, catch-up sessions were held to instruct them on the content of the lesson, either in a group or individually. Across all sites and over the period of the intervention, a total of four students required such catch-up sessions. Thus, all students received instruction on all FORI lessons.





2.5. Teacher Professional Development


Prior to the intervention, the learning support teachers in this study participated in approximately fifteen hours professional development on fluency oriented reading instruction and aspects of reading intervention design. During the seminars, teachers were familiarised with the instructional models to be employed and were given sample lesson plans for the implementation of the proposed intervention. Seminars included videotapes that introduced oral reading fluency instructional strategies and that modelled the proper execution of fluency oriented instruction. Discussions were facilitated with the teachers regarding the integration of the proposed instructional approach into their own individual learning support programmes. During these seminars the teachers were encouraged to talk about what was going on in their respective classrooms and to work through any concerns and questions they had with implementing the proposed fluency oriented reading instruction. Materials for this instruction were identified (and in some cases designed) as part of the professional preparation for the intervention. In the course of these seminars, four levelled reading texts were identified and chosen as the focus for the intervention. These texts had reading levels that correlated closely to other books already in use in the three schools. The texts, though short, were interesting enough to warrant discussion and vocabulary instruction on individual words and were selected based on their suitability for the type of reading instruction planned. They had carefully controlled language, repetitive patterns and repeated vocabulary and were suitable for fluency oriented reading instruction and for repeated reading in particular.




2.6. Scoring the Motivation for Reading Questionnaires


For analysis purposes, and to triangulate the findings from the surveys with qualitative data, an overall reading motivation percentage score for each construct was derived from both the student questionnaires and the teacher questionnaires before and after the intervention.



2.6.1. Scoring the Student Survey (S—YRMQ)


The Student Survey (S—YRMQ) comprised twenty-two multiple choice items with the set of potential answers for individual survey questions ranging from two to four possible responses. In order to quantify the level of motivation for each item, a percentage score was assigned to the nature of a response dependent on the number of answers to individual questions that were offered to students. For example, in the case of the sections assessing reading self-efficacy and reading orientation, zero percent (0%) was assigned to the most negative response with one hundred percent (100%) representing the optimum positive answer. Items in the third section that assessed students’ perceived reading difficulty were phrased in such a manner that if a student answered ‘yes’ or ‘always,’ it represented a high level of difficulty and percentages were assigned accordingly. Examples of percentages assigned to individual responses across the range of multiple choice questions can be seen in Figure 5.



For analysis purposes, and to triangulate the findings from the surveys with qualitative data, an overall reading motivation percentage score for each construct was derived. This was achieved by scoring the individual student response on each item and then calculating the average percentage score for all students in each construct. The pre-intervention motivation scores for the students in one research site (School A) across all three constructs are presented in Table 3 as an example. The percentages included in this table represent the student self-rating responses only, with the reading efficacy percentage score for one student (SB4) highlighted for illustrative purposes. The figure of 22 percent for this student represents an average score for this construct derived from responses to the six items featured in the section on reading efficacy.



The responses of this student (SB4) to questions on efficacy for reading, administered before the intervention, are presented in Figure 6 along with earned percentage scores.




2.6.2. Scoring the Teacher Survey (T-YRMR)


The Teacher Survey (T-YRMR) comprised 20 statements organised in three sections reflecting the constructs of reading motivation assessed in the study. Teachers were asked to rate the likelihood of a particular behaviour occurring and were given a selection of four potential answers: (i) No, never, (ii) No, not usually, (iii) Yes, sometimes, or (iv) Yes, always. The optimum positive response (Yes, always) was assigned 100%, with scaled scores down to 0% for the most negative response. In instances where the statements were phrased in the negative form, e.g., ‘the student avoids participation in reading activities’, 100% was assigned to the “No, never” response with the scoring scaled down to 0% for the “Yes, always” response.




2.6.3. Data Analysis for Interviews


The transcripts for interviews with teachers and parents and for conversational interviews with students for this phase of the study were coded in order to identify the source of the data and to ensure quotes could be traced back to the original transcript. In coding all these variables, for convenience, the letters A, B and C were assigned to the three schools to identify the three different sites. For example, using this method, data from the learning support teacher in School A was coded as LSA1, data from a particular student in School B received the coding SB1, SB2 and data from a parent focus group in School C was coded as PFGC. Interviews were categorised according to four major themes reflecting the research questions for this phase of the study and were also assigned a descriptive code. For example, quotes referring to the motivational constructs of self-efficacy, reading orientation and perceived difficulty with reading were assigned SE, RO and PRD, respectively. After each piece of data had been assigned a code, a further layer of analysis was conducted to extract and deduce the meaning of each one. Each quote that warranted inclusion was then numbered within the category for reference purposes.






3. Results


The impact of FORI on the motivation for reading were analysed in the context of a chorus of research voices representing teachers, parents and students. One major conclusion drawn from the study is that FORI, involving a gradual release of responsibility from the teacher to the student, impacts positively on the motivation for reading of struggling readers. This is based on a comprehensive set of data generated by teachers, parents and students on the assessment of reading self-efficacy, reading orientation and perceived reading difficulty before and after the intervention. The quantitative results of both teacher and student surveys of reading motivation are reported here in summative form. Qualitative data from the interviews conducted with all research informants support these findings and are included in the discussion section of this paper.



3.1. Reading Self-Efficacy of Students


The data from post-intervention surveys and interviews was analysed to directly examine the effects of FORI on the reading efficacy of the participating students. A comparison of the results from the surveys carried out pre- and post-intervention with teachers and students is presented in Table 4 with the mean percentage increase in the rating for reading efficacy for students identified.



The findings and analysis suggest that the FORI method, as implemented in the current study, had a positive effect on the reading self-efficacy of struggling readers.




3.2. Reading Orientation of Students


The findings from the post-intervention surveys reveal the resoundingly positive impact that the FORI intervention had on students’ reading orientation as rated by learning support teachers, class teachers and students. The results from all surveys are presented in Table 5 with pre- and post-intervention data side by side for comparison purposes. The percentage increase in the reading orientation for students, as rated by teachers and students is highlighted with the overall mean rating for the cohort indicated in all cases.



A correlation coefficient of 0.69 for ratings by both sets of teachers indicated a convergence of views on the effects of the intervention on individual students. The mean increase in reading orientation for each student as calculated from all three surveys of 36 percent reported here represents a positive effect of the intervention on reading orientation.




3.3. Perceived Reading Difficulty of Students


The third motivational construct provided the context for examining the extent to which students perceived reading tasks as challenging or problematic. For the teachers, student reading difficulty was defined as the belief that ‘reading activities are hard or problematic’ for the child [71] (p. 154). The results of both surveys indicate a high percentage of perceived reading difficulty as reported at the outset of the study by teachers and students (see Table 6).



Results from quantitative measures employed after the intervention indicate that perceptions of reading difficulty as self-reported by students were significantly reduced. An overall mean rating for perceived reading difficulty of just 29 percent represented an average decrease of 39% per student over the period of the intervention. It is important to remember that, in the data analysis for this construct, a reduced percentage rating represents a positive effect of the intervention.




3.4. Statistical Analysis of Reading Motivation Findings


Were there changes over time in the responses in relation to students’ motivation for reading? In other words, did responses by teachers and students significantly differ from the time they were given the questionnaire before the intervention and, again, after the intervention? Total questionnaire responses (pre- versus post-intervention) were compared through the Wilcoxon signed-rank test (paired difference test). In testing the related samples for statistical significance, it was necessary to compare results for all three research informants across the three constructs of motivation included in this study. Hence, statistical information was required on nine discrete comparisons. Results indicated that responses of students did change over time in significant and positive ways. All nine comparisons showed a significant difference for pre- and post-intervention (see Table 7). For example, students’ responses on the post-intervention questionnaire in relation to their self-efficacy for reading (x̅ = 82.7, σ = 16.3) were significantly different from their responses on the questionnaire administered before the intervention (x̅ = 55.1, σ = 14.92), z = −3.4, p < 0.001. This means that for all three data sources a significant post-intervention improvement was found in perceptions of students’ reading efficacy, reading orientation and perceived reading difficulty.



These statistically significant findings theoretically corroborate the relationship between motivation for reading and fluency oriented instruction [72,73]. This evidence strongly supports the hypothesis that fluency oriented reading instruction has a positive influence on the motivation for reading of struggling readers. A summary of quantitative measures of these effects, as reported by teachers and students, is presented compositely in Figure 7.





4. Discussion


As demonstrated above, findings, as reported by all research informants, indicate that the FORI intervention had a positive impact on the motivation for reading of struggling readers in First Class. The impact on students’ motivation for reading derived from quantitative measures was supplemented by evidence gathered during the course of the intervention through interviews, reflective journals and field notes. The major assertion generated from this qualitative evidence after the intervention was that all students had an increased belief in their ability to read well and that the daunting task of reading challenging texts was no longer insurmountable. In addition to students’ growing belief in their ability to read due to mastering the basic skills, all teachers noted an increase in confidence among students reading without the fear of failure. This confidence in their ability as readers was attributed in some instances to the nature of the FORI activities, as exemplified by the comment of one learning support teacher:




“The way that we conducted the lessons for each unit had a real effect on the children’s confidence and self-concept around reading. When they are asked to read there is no fear of making a mistake....even the weakest readers in my group experienced success in every lesson. Of course they still struggled on individual words and needed a lot of support but I found the real key was the gradual release of responsibility.” [74]





This is consistent with research by Bandura [75] (p. 3), who points out that ‘successes build a robust belief in one’s personal efficacy. Failures undermine it, especially if failures occur before a sense of efficacy is firmly established’. In the course of the intervention, struggling readers experienced success with reading from the outset, through instruction that ranged from teachers modelling the reading process to assisting the student to read independently. Immediately, a high level of engagement among students in the reading process was evident. This engagement appeared to result from a confluence of several factors that can be identified as indicators of an increase in motivation for reading including the level of confidence with which students approached reading. This confidence set the stage for further enhancing students’ motivation for reading. Success begets success, and as students became more motivated to engage in the reading process, they subsequently read more frequently and were more successful in their efforts. Thus, a loop of motivation/success/motivation was created, which accounted for students’ high level of engagement with the FORI intervention.



While the data was collected and analysed separately in the context of reading efficacy, orientation and perceived difficulty, the findings also identified a synergy among these constructs. Analysis of the data from all research informants indicated that motivational behaviour, as interpreted by each construct individually, was also identifiable as a cohesive unit working together to propel students forward. For example, positive effects of FORI on student reading orientation, as defined by students’ interest and engagement in reading, fed into students’ self-efficacy for reading. This in turn had the effect of decreasing students’ perceived difficulty in reading and increased their confidence in reading, which is the factor that directly improves achievement [76].



In this regard, findings indicate that the impact of the FORI intervention on decreasing student’s perceived difficulty with reading was a key factor in establishing the relationship between constructs. Pre-intervention assessment of motivation in relation to this construct indicated that students perceived reading to be a difficult task, had negative attitudes towards reading, and avoided opportunities to read both at school and at home. This was corroborated by data from the assessment of students on the other constructs and was found to impact negatively on students’ orientation towards reading. Post-intervention assessment revealed a significant decrease in students’ perceived reading difficulty as reported by teachers which was supported by evidence from parents. This finding was attributed to the accessibility of reading for students through FORI activities such as choral reading and echo reading in conjunction with methodologies such as repeated reading. As one teacher commented in a review of the effects of FORI six months after the intervention:




“It was like someone unlocked the doors of the reading kingdom for children, turned on the lights and invited them to the party … and they came… and more importantly they stayed.” [77]





One explanation offered by learning support teachers for the decrease in perceived reading difficulty was the gradual release of responsibility model used in the course of the intervention. Some teachers attributed the more favourable ratings on this item to the advantages of using this model, with particular reference to the benefits of modelling reading:




“When you take responsibility and model the reading for the child, you remove the fear of making a mistake. At first I wasn’t totally convinced as I thought that they would just learn it off by heart but modelling the reading was so empowering.” [74]






“When you read for the children first, everybody experiences success at the same time. You could then release the responsibility at different rates with different children … it was real differentiation in action I suppose.” [78]






“Modelling first was the key for me. It was so effective. I recorded myself reading the text fluently and then we would all read with the recording … you know choral reading. Eventually even the weakest readers were reading with intonation. The way I looked at it was if I was teaching someone to bake a cake I would probably demonstrate first and then give assistance after that as I saw fit.” [78].





The ratings of these learning support teachers on students’ orientation towards reading also merit particular mention given these teachers were closest to the process as chief implementers of the FORI intervention. The data from their surveys represents an overall mean increase of 52 percent among students with respect to their reading orientation. The following excerpt from a post-intervention interview with one of these teachers is illuminating in the context of these ratings [77].



	
R: The reading orientation ratings for some of your students increased dramatically from pre- to post-intervention. Can you tell me more about this?



	
LSC1: These children were selected for the intervention because of their lack of motivation for reading and particularly their low level of interest. They would rarely ever read unless you asked them to and would never ask to bring books home. At free play time it was unlikely that they would ever choose a book as their activity even when we had the star system going for the most books read in a week.



	
R: And what happened that changed your opinion?



	
LSC1: It was amazing to see the transformation as the intervention went on. They loved the games we played each day and were really competitive. I know that they had to bring the FORI books home every night but they also asked to bring other books as well. One child XXXX was so motivated to improve her time on the word dash activity that she wrote all the words down in her copy to practice them at home …. and the amount they were reading was another dramatic change. It was strange because it wasn’t as if they suddenly became excellent readers. It was that they enjoyed reading and as a result they read more.






The reference here to the increase in the amount of reading by students is representative of findings from all three research sites and is significant in the light of research on intrinsic motivation and reading. The amount that children read influences further growth in reading [79,80,81] and it is documented that students who are intrinsically motivated spend up to three times more time reading than students who have low intrinsic motivation for reading [50]. This is because intrinsically motivated students are more likely to choose to read [37].



The findings relating to the effects of FORI on the motivation for reading also identified some limitations of its efficacy. It was found in the course of the intervention that students’ motivation for reading was influenced very strongly by the degree to which they perceived reading to be difficult. Teachers reported that a student’s confidence in his or her reading ability was often diminished when confronted with text that was too difficult. This was particularly relevant where students continued to have significant difficulties with decoding. Findings thus suggest that FORI strategies may not be effective for students who hold high levels of perceived difficulty in reading unless measures are taken to specifically improve their basic decoding skills. It was found that when students improved in this regard, their perceived difficulty with reading was lessened and they were more likely to regain confidence and to be oriented towards reading. Focusing on decreasing levels of perceived difficulty may help these students improve in reading more than focusing on increasing their interest in reading.



4.1. Role of Parents


An important finding in this study was the positive role parents played in motivating their children to read. The manner in which they responded to their children was identified by teachers as a critical factor in increasing motivation for reading among students. Many reading initiatives fail because the role of parents as a critical component of the literacy process is overlooked by the school environment [82]. Parents play a central role in determining a student’s success at school and have a particularly important role in orienting children towards reading [83]. As part of the FORI intervention, parents were required to read with their child each night, and to sign a home reading log. They were also invited to attend ‘reading with your child’ sessions organised by teachers. To facilitate this requirement, teachers met with parents and provided specific advice on what to read with their children, how much to read, how long to read, how to respond to mistakes, and how to keep the experience enjoyable [84]. This social aspect of reading was highlighted, in interviews with parents and teachers, as being a significant factor in motivating students to read. Teachers were unanimous in acknowledging the important role that parents played in the improvement in reading orientation in particular among students over the course of the study. They reported that the parents’ part in the FORI programme was ‘invaluable in motivating the young struggling readers’ [74] and ‘paid rich dividends when it came to rating children’s orientation for reading’ [77].



The findings have implications for the role that parents play in motivating struggling readers. They converge in suggesting that children who experience literacy-relevant activities at home, view reading more positively, engage in more leisure reading, and have higher motivation for reading.




4.2. Practical Implications


While a single study such as this one cannot provide exclusive guidelines on the ways to improve reading instruction for struggling readers, there are some practical implications for teachers that can be learned. The study has found that there is a relationship between fluency oriented reading instruction and motivation for reading. Without recognition of this critical relationship, teachers and particularly learning support teachers may miss out on instructional methods that addresses students’ reading deficits and that can enhance their enjoyment of reading. Instructional approaches that do not consider motivational strategies for reading, may not capitalise on the added influence that improving students’ motivation for reading has on their long term development as skilled readers. Hence, instruction for struggling readers should be designed in a way that addresses their motivation for reading while simultaneously developing core reading skills.



There are also potential implications for the practice of classroom teachers in primary schools emanating from this study. Findings suggest that practitioners interested in maximising reading achievement among all students should include motivational components in their literacy teaching [85]. The FORI strategies employed in this study are not exclusively designed for the learning support class. Techniques and activities such as choral reading, echo-reading, reader’s theatre and antiphonal reading are readily transferrable to the mainstream classroom. In this regard, the study demonstrates that promoting oral reading fluency among students is an imperative responsibility for all teachers of reading.




4.3. Limitations


There were limitations to this research that require acknowledgement. This is a relatively small-scale project that involved fifteen students from three schools. A larger sample would be more sensitive to possible effect differences in reading motivation among students with particular reading difficulties. Secondly, since the result of this study are based on a limited sample composed of students from schools designated as educationally disadvantaged, care should be taken in over-generalising results. Teachers and students in these intervention schools were operating under more challenging conditions than may be found in other less disadvantaged communities and so the findings from this study may not have the same implications in other schools. Finally, the study was conducted intentionally with struggling readers in First Class because of the critical period this age represents in a student’s reading development. Therefore, we must be careful not to over-generalise the results to primary school students in more senior classes.




4.4. Recommendations for future research


Research has documented that primary schools include large numbers of alliterate students who are capable readers but choose not to read [86]. Given the positive influence of FORI in this study in increasing students’ orientation towards reading and interest in reading, there is a need for further research studies that explore the effects of FORI on these students. In other words, enhancing reading motivation should be a concern not only for struggling readers but for all readers.



Additional research featuring a population that differs from the student population in this study is also recommended. This study was conducted in schools comprised of students predominantly from disadvantaged backgrounds. Future research needs to be conducted with struggling readers in schools from non-DEIS backgrounds. These studies would need to include a no-treatment group so specific fluency-building procedures could be contrasted with a control group and contrasted against each other.



There is also a need for longitudinal research that examines the impact of fluency oriented reading instruction on the motivation for reading of different types of readers at different points along the age continuum. Longitudinal studies of the impact of these procedures could clarify how long the intervention benefits can be maintained.





5. Conclusions


This study set out to explore the effects of fluency oriented reading instruction on motivation among struggling readers in First Class in Irish primary schools. The findings suggest that reading difficulties for these emergent readers are far from insurmountable. However, the current practice of learning support teachers in teaching struggling readers is disproportionally focused on a bottom–up approach to reading instruction rather than on affective processes. In order for struggling readers to overcome skill deficiencies in reading and to be motivated to continue to read, it is imperative that any negative achievement-related self-beliefs are simultaneously addressed.



To achieve this, there needs to be a shift from a purely cognitive interpretation of reading instruction to a motivational and emotional co-determination of beginning reading skills. A conception of compensatory education for students with reading difficulties would thus embrace the engagement perspective while integrating cognitive, motivational, and social aspects of reading. The fluency oriented reading instruction employed in this study aligns with this conception and has been found to positively influence the motivation for reading of young struggling readers in this study.
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Figure 1. Assessment of motivation for reading (concurrent triangulation design). 
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Figure 2. Correlation between teacher ratings of student reading self-efficacy. 
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Figure 3. Correlation between teacher ratings of student reading orientation. 
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Figure 4. Gradual release of responsibility: from modelling to independent reading. 
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Figure 5. Coding for motivation for reading survey (student form). 
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Figure 6. Example of scoring of quantitative measures (Student SB4: reading efficacy). 
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Figure 7. Impact of FORI on student motivation across three constructs. 
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Table 1. Data sources for assessing motivation for reading.
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Research Question

	
Motivation Constructs Assessed

	
Data Source




	
Teachers’ Voice

[Learning Support and Class Teachers]

	
Students’ Voice

School A, B and C (n = 15)

	
Parents’ Voice

	
Researcher






	
Effects of FORI on the motivation for reading of students in First Class

	
Self-efficacy

	
QUAN

	
QUAL

	
QUAN

	
QUAL

	
QUAL

	
QUAL




	
Perceptions of student efficacy for reading

[5 items]

	
Individual

semi-structured interviews

Reflective journal

	
Student efficacy for reading

[6 items]

	
Individual interviews

(conducted with survey)

	
Individual and semi-structured focus group interviews

	
Field notes




	
Reading orientation

	
Perceptions of student reading orientation

[9 items]

	
Individual

semi-structured interviews

Reflective journal

	
Student

reading orientation [10 items]

	
Individual interviews

(conducted with survey)

	
Individual and semi-structured focus group interviews




	
Perceived difficulty in reading

	
Perceptions of student difficulty in reading

[6 items]

	
Individual

semi-structured interviews

Reflective journal

	
Student perception of difficulty in reading

[6 items]

	
Individual interviews

(conducted with survey)

	
Individual and semi-structured focus group interviews
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Table 2. Sample weekly plan for fluency oriented reading instruction (week one of a single unit).
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	Monday
	Tuesday
	Wednesday
	Thursday
	Friday





	School

Activity

[based on selected text]
	Before Reading

Teacher introduces the text (background knowledge, vocabulary, title, pictures, characters, plot)



Modelled Reading

Teacher reads text or selection of text aloud; students listen

Teacher repeats reading of text and students follow along with their own copy



Responding to Text

Discussion takes place as selection is read to develop text comprehension.

Use of graphic organizers (e.g., diagrammatic innovation, story map)

Matching Activity: Characters to names, e.g., memory game
	Before Reading

Retelling the story (wordless books to be used here as visual cue to retelling); recall of key characters and names; character map (diagram)



Audio-Assisted Reading

Students read along with an audio version of the text.Students practice until they canread the story fluently and accurately



Echo Reading

Teacher reads one or two sentences…up to a paragraph, and students echo that reading



Responding to Text

Comprehension developed through various strategies such as student questioning, visualisation, etc.
	Before Reading

Phrasing: Slide and Glide (Teacher reads text stopping and allowing students to complete phrase)



Choral Reading

(a) Students choral read same text

selection

(b) Cumulative choral reading



Repeated Choral Reading Students are introduced to the concept of reading for the duration of the one-minute timer while choral reading

Responding to Text

Sentence Reconfiguration

Phrasing:

Matching phrases (sentence completion); using phrase strips
	Before Reading

Phrase grid activity. Dice game where students finish phrase based on the text corresponding to the number that they throw



Partner Reading

Paired Repeated Reading

Same text (partners selected by teacher to ensure mixed ability) Whisperphones used to facilitate multiple synchronous paired reading



Individual Whisper Reading

Toobaloos used here to facilitate immediate feedback to students as they hear themselves read through the device

Responding to Text

Write and draw activity based on individual words identified by teacher
	Timed Repeated Reading

Students are introduced to the concept of reading for the duration of the one-minute timer and recording the WCPM on their graphs. Words provided (and noted) to child after 3 secs if unknown.

NOTE: Individual sight word lists can be introduced as a Timed Reading Activity in week 2



Word Study on ‘tricky’ words

Students complete activities in individual scrap books, e.g., story map, sentence reconfiguration, phrase completion



Performance Element

Performance of text and of selected FORI activities, e.g., cumulative choral reading,



	Motivational

Aspect
	Introduction to timed reading (character card sheets used for timed reading, e.g., how many characters can you read in a minute)
	Sight Word Activity: sight word hunt using wooden templates. Students record the sentence/phrase on their wipe boards
	Super Stamps introduced for completion of activities.

Stamps recorded in bar graph configuration to depict progress
	Motivational resources to be used at teacher’s discretion to encourage performance
	Record progress in Timed Repeated Reading on graph



STAR recording templateScooby Doo Reading Medals



	Resources
	Texts

One-minute timer
	Texts

Wordless books

Wipe boards

Home reading log
	One-minute timer; Super Stamps

Slide and Glide sheetsWipe off phrase strips

Home reading log
	Whisperphones; Toobaloos

Phrase Grids

Stickers, stars, cards, smiley erasers; Home reading log
	FORI Scrap Books

Timed Repeated Reading Graph

Home reading log



	Home Activity
	
	Students take book home and read it to parent/guardian. Home reading log is signed and number of pages recorded
	Students take book home and read it to parent/guardian. Home reading log is signed and number of pages recorded
	Students take book home and read it to parent/guardian. Home reading log is signed and number of pages recorded
	Students take book home and read it to parent/guardian. Home reading log is signed and number of pages recorded
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Table 3. Example of student self-rating scores (pre-intervention).
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Motivation for Reading (School A)

Student Self-Rating %






	

	
Reading Efficacy

%

	
Reading Orientation

%

	
Perceived Difficulty in Reading

%




	
SB1

	
62

	
30

	
72




	
SB2

	
47

	
70

	
70




	
SB3

	
72

	
50

	
53




	
SB4

	
22

	
55

	
75




	
SB5

	
58

	
40

	
61
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Table 4. Percentage rating for reading self-efficacy (pre- and post-intervention).
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Learning Support Teacher Rating %

	
Class Teacher Rating %

	
Student Self-Report Rating %

	
Mean Increase across Ratings




	
Pre-Intervention

	
Post-Intervention

	
Pre-Intervention

	
Post-Intervention

	
Pre-Intervention

	
Post-Intervention






	
Mean scores for all students

	
x̅ = 43%

	
x̅ = 83%

	
x̅ = 45%

	
x̅ = 70%

	
x̅ = 55%

	
x̅ = 83%

	
x̅ = 31%




	

	
Percentage Increase: x̅ = 40%

	
Percentage Increase: x̅ = 25%

	
Percentage Increase: x̅ = 28%
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Table 5. Percentage rating for reading orientation (pre- and post-intervention).
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Learning Support Teacher Rating %

	
Class Teacher Rating %

	
Student Self-Report Rating %

	
Mean Increase across Ratings




	
Pre-Intervention

	
Post-Intervention

	
Pre-Intervention

	
Post-Intervention

	
Pre-Intervention

	
Post-Intervention






	
Mean scores for all students

	
x̅ = 34%

	
x̅ = 86%

	
x̅ = 35%

	
x̅ = 73%

	
x̅ = 49%

	
x̅ = 69%

	
x̅ = 36%




	

	
Percentage Increase: x̅ = 52%

	
Percentage Increase: x̅ = 38%

	
Percentage Increase: x̅ = 20%
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Table 6. Percentage rating for perceived reading difficulty (pre- and post-intervention).






Table 6. Percentage rating for perceived reading difficulty (pre- and post-intervention).





	

	
Learning Support Teacher Rating %

	
Class Teacher Rating %

	
Student Self-Report Rating %

	
Mean Increase across Ratings




	
Pre-Intervention

	
Post-Intervention

	
Pre-Intervention

	
Post-Intervention

	
Pre-Intervention

	
Post-Intervention






	
Mean scores for all students

	
x̅ = 79

	
x̅ = 36

	
x̅ = 80

	
x̅ = 45

	
x̅ = 68

	
x̅ = 29

	
x̅ = −39%




	

	
Percentage Increase:

x̅ = −43%

	
Percentage Increase:

x̅ = −35%

	
Percentage Increase:

x̅ = −39%
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Table 7. Wilcoxon signed-rank test.






Table 7. Wilcoxon signed-rank test.





	

	
Measure

	
Z

	
p






	
Class teacher

	
Reading Self-Efficacy

	
−3.2

	
0.002




	
Reading Orientation

	
−3.4

	
0.001




	
Perceived Reading Difficulty

	
−3.4

	
0.001




	
Learning support teacher

	
Reading Self-Efficacy

	
−3.3

	
0.001




	
Reading Orientation

	
−3.4

	
0.001




	
Perceived Reading Difficulty

	
−3.3

	
0.001




	
Student

	
Reading Self-Efficacy

	
−3.4

	
0.001




	
Reading Orientation

	
−3.3

	
0.001




	
Perceived Reading Difficulty

	
−3.4

	
0.001








(Comparison of class teacher, learning support teacher and pupil perceptions of reading efficacy, reading orientation, and reading difficulty pre- and post-intervention.)
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