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Abstract

This study explored student-level predictors of reading achievement among third grade regular 
education students. Predictors included student demographics (sex and socioeconomic status 
(SES), using free and reduced lunch as proxy for SES), direct observations of reading skills (oral 
reading fluency (ORF) and word decoding skill (nonsense word fluency/NWF), and academic history 
(number of prior grade retentions (retentions), Reading/Language Arts grades (reading grade), 
and attendance rate. Hierarchical linear regression results indicated that ORF and reading grade 
were statistically significant predictors of high-stakes reading achievement for this sample (model 
R2=.631). Results replicated previous findings of the predictive value of ORF, above and beyond 
economic disadvantage and highlighted the influence of low reading grades as an additional key 
predictor of poor reading achievement, with effect above and beyond that of ORF alone.
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Wamba (2011) ascertains the concern over 
children and reading in the following: 
 “Reading and writing are passports to 
achievement in many other curricular areas, 
and literacy education plays an important 
role in moving people out of poverty toward 
greater self-sufficiency post-graduation.  
Schools and home environments share 
responsibility for literacy skill development” 
(p. 8). 
 
A student does not come to the classroom a 
blank slate, however, but is riddled with 
experiences that shape the students’ 
approach to school, ability to perform, and 
comprehension.  Research indicates that 
parental involvement in a students’ 
schooling can greatly impact how the child 
succeeds (Auerbach, 1997; Gaitan, 2012; 
Ortiz, 2004).  
 
Because reading and literacy are important 
to understandings in the field of education, 
this study will focus on the analysis of data 
relating to reading achievement scores of 
Hispanic students and aspects of personal 
background that may affect a students’ 
score.  It is important to consider the 
students that make up the population in our 
nation’s classrooms.  The U.S. is on a 
trajectory to continue to become 
increasingly diverse (Ball & Tyson, 2011; 
Boske & Benavente-McEnery, 2010).  
Hispanics, especially, are the group of 
individuals that are the fastest growing 
subset of the U.S. population (Hemphill & 
Vanneman, 2011; Humes, Jones, & Ramirez 
2011; Kober, 2010).  Moreover, 
approximately 12% of people age five and 
over in the U.S. are Hispanic (Robinson, 
2008).  Some research indicates that there is 
an achievement gap between White students 
and Hispanic students (Robinson, 2008; 
Rojas-LeBouef & Slate, 2012; Lopez et. al, 
2007).  Kober (2010) cites that by eighth 
grade, Hispanic students are only 58% 

proficient in reading by 8th grade and only 
56% of Hispanic high school students are 
proficient in reading compared to 81% and 
78% respectively for Whites.  
  
 Achievement gaps can be attributed to a 
variety of factors.  Certainly, the dominance 
of monolinguistic, white female teachers in 
education may have play a role in the ability 
to connect with diverse groups of students 
(Ball & Tyson, 2011; Darling-Hammond & 
Bransford, 2005).  Some studies have 
suggested that variables of income, parental 
education and occupation, and immigration 
status may play a role in Hispanic students’ 
reading development (Grouws, 1992; Pond, 
1999).  Understanding the factors that hinder 
or support literacy development is important 
as research has indicated a link between 
literacy development and achievement later 
on in life (Billings, 2009; Dickinson & 
Tabors, 2002; Herbers et al., 2012).  
 
 
Family involvement is one aspect that this 
study aims to look at more closely.  Family 
may play an instrumental role in literacy 
development among children (Billings, 
2009; Ortiz, 2004; Whitehurst et al., 1988).  
Moreover, a family’s income can afford for 
additional opportunities for learning or be 
restricted by financial implications.  Poverty 
is a great issue facing many students today.  
Berliner (2006) points out that poverty is the 
issue that is most plaguing student 
achievement and that students of urban 
minority and poor students are below that of 
their middle-class white peers.  “A majority 
of school-age Latino children are 
economically disadvantaged.  More than 
one-fourth (27%) come from families with 
incomes below the poverty level, and 
another 33% are near poor” (Kober, 2010, p. 
3).   
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Beyond ORF:  Student-Level Predictors of 
Reading Achievement 
 
It is well-known that students’ ability to read 
fluently (accurately, quickly, and with 
expression) is important for overall 
academic achievement (e.g., Armbruster, 
Lehr, & Osborn, 2001; Samuels, 2002).  
Some degree of automaticity in reading is 
needed for prompt comprehension of the 
printed text which helps the reader avoid 
becoming fixated on pronunciation of 
isolated words at the expense of 
understanding the text meaning (Sindelar, 
Lane, Pullen, & Hudson, 2002; Snow, Burns 
& Griffin, 1998).  Indeed, fluent reading is a 
known predictor of reading 
comprehension—the ultimate prize or 
purpose for reading—with correlations 
between reading fluency and comprehension 
ranging between .70 and .90 (Baker, 
Gersten, & Grossen, 2002).  Research 
consistently indicates that Oral Reading 
Fluency (ORF)—reading connected text 
aloud—is a critical indicator of general 
reading skill (Fuchs, 1995).  When teachers 
use ORF data to establish individual student 
achievement goals, monitor the effects of 
instructional programs, and adjust 
interventions accordingly, student 
achievement improves (Connor, Morrison, 
& Petrella, 2004; Shinn, 1995; Shinn, Shinn, 
Hamilton, & Clarke, 2002; Stecker, & 
Fuchs, 2000).   
 
ORF measures generally demonstrate strong 
overall technical adequacy (i.e., reliability 
and validity) (e.g., Deno, 1985, 1989; Fuchs, 
1995; Fuchs, Fuchs, & Maxwell, 1988; 
Good & Jefferson, 1998; Hosp & Fuchs, 
2005; Marston, 1989).  As cited in these 
studies and Marston (1989), reliability 
measures are generally high with most 
estimates of test-retest reliability (ranging 
from .82 to .97) and parallel forms reliability 
(ranging from .84 to .96) being above .90.  

Inter-rater reliability estimates for ORF 
procedures have been achieved at .99 
(Tindal, Marston, & Deno, 1983 as cited in 
Marston, 1989).  In validity studies, 
researchers have concluded that ORF 
assessment procedures appear to result in 
data possessing adequate to strong validity 
overall (Fuchs et al., 1988; Marston, 1989).  
Additionally data obtained through ORF 
procedures appear to possess moderate to 
strong concurrent and discriminant validity 
with other measures of reading skill 
including oral passage reading, question-
answering tests, recall of text procedures, 
cloze procedures of reading comprehension 
(i.e., missing word completion measure), 
and broader measures of reading 
comprehension (Fuchs et al., 1988).   
 
Student ORF scores have been used to 
predict reading achievement on many state 
adopted criterion-referenced tests of 
achievement (e.g., Buck & Torgesen, 2003; 
Hixson & McGlinchey, 2004; Roehrig, 
Petscher, Nettles, Hudson, & Torgesen, 
2008; Shapiro, Keller, Lutz, Santoro & 
Hintze, 2006; Silberglitt, Burns, Madyun, & 
Lail, 2006; Wanzek, Roberts, Linan-
Thompson, Vaughn, Woodruff, & Murray, 
2010) as well as nationally norm-referenced 
tests of achievement (Hixson & 
McGlinchey, 2004; Klein & Jimerson, 2005; 
Roehrig, et al., 2008; Schilling, Carlisle, 
Scott, & Zeng, 2007; Wanzek et al., 2010).  
The proportion of variance explained by 
ORF in these studies tends to fall between 
36% (e.g., Wanzek et al., 2010) and 64% 
(e.g., Hixson & McGlinchey, 2004), 
depending on the study and the predictor 
variables included in the model.  Notably, 
Kranzler, Brownell, and Miller (1998) 
reported that ORF is not simply a proxy for 
underlying cognitive processes including 
cognitive ability, processing speed, and 
efficiency but rather contributes unique 
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variance to the prediction of reading 
achievement.    
 
One limitation in using ORF, however, is 
that studies of ORF predictive validity have 
had mixed results among some ethnic 
minority subgroups and students of low 
socioeconomic status (e.g., Buck & 
Torgesen, 2003; Crowe, Connor, & 
Petscher, 2009; Hintze, Callahan, Matthews 
& Williams, 2002; Hixson & McGlinchey, 
2004; Hosp, Hosp, & Dole, 2011; Klein & 
Jimerson, 2005; Kranzler, Miller, & Jordan, 
1999).  Recently, Hosp, Hosp and Dole 
(2011) called for additional research noting 
that while the predictive validity of ORF 
was generally quite good, it “may not 
demonstrate consistent levels of predictive 
validity when focusing on different 
subgroups” (p. 125).  Hosp and colleagues 
(2011) suggest that the source of this 
“predictive bias” is difficult to pinpoint.  
They offered several possible explanations, 
including the possibility that differences 
were the result of a priori decisions 
regarding variables included in the 
prediction models.  In sum, ORF research 
suggests that it is a good overall predictor of 
reading achievement but that caution may be 
warranted when interpreting the predictive 
validity for specific subgroups.  The 
research on predictive validity of ORF may 
need additional studies to determine the 
overall pattern (Hosp et al., 2011). 
 
Efforts to improve the prediction of reading 
achievement by the inclusion of other 
student-level variables have been rare. The 
study by Hosp and colleagues (2011), for 
example, appears to be the only published 
report examining the relationship between 
word decoding skill in third grade and third 
grade high-stakes reading achievement.  
This is somewhat surprising because it has 
long been argued that, in addition to oral 
reading fluency, decoding is also a requisite 

skill requisite for success on high-stakes 
measures of reading achievement 
(Armbruster et al., 2001; Marston, 1989).  In 
fact, text passages on year-end reading 
achievement tests often include higher-level 
decodable words (Hiebert, 2002) and 
decoding ability has been found to be a 
reliable indicator of persistent reading 
difficulties (Burke, Hagan-Burke, Kwok, & 
Parker, 2009).  Thus, a measure of decoding 
may have utility for enhancing prediction of 
high-stakes reading achievement, but is yet 
unknown.   
 
In addition to ORF and decoding, 
researchers are encouraged to explore 
additional variables that may enhance 
prediction of student reading achievement.  
Bishop and League (2006) highlight the 
importance of using a multivariate screening 
model of reading achievement.  At this time, 
however, we know little about the impact of 
other student-level variables on reading 
achievement.  Other variables such as 
students’ reading grades, attendance rate, 
and prior grade retentions may also explain 
a significant portion of variance in high-
stakes reading achievement scores above 
and beyond that of ORF.  For example, 
research has shown only rare support for 
mean differences between sexes on ORF and 
norm-referenced measures (second grade 
spring differences between sexes on ORF; 
Klein & Jimerson, 2005), yet, sex 
differences have been documented on 
student grades (Burts, Hart, Charlesworth, & 
DeWolf, 1993) and grade retention 
(Jimerson, Carlson, Rotert, Egeland, & 
Sroufe, 1997; McCoy & Reynolds, 1999).  
Additionally, variables such as grades and 
prior grade retentions seem to have intuitive 
relationships with reading achievement 
overall; yet, whether the effects of those 
variables explain additional significant 
variance over ORF is unknown.   
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In summary, the purpose of the present 
study was threefold.  First, we were 
interested in replicating earlier studies on the 
prediction of high-stakes reading 
achievement among third grade students 
using ORF while controlling for student 
demographics (economic disadvantage and 
sex).  Students’ free and reduced lunch 
status was used as a proxy for SES.  It was 
hypothesized that our findings would be 
consistent with those reported in earlier 
investigations on the predictive utility of 
ORF, controlling for student demographics.  
Secondly, we wanted to test whether the 
inclusion of a measure of student decoding 
would help to improve the prediction model, 
given that the literature suggests that 
decoding may still be a factor on 
achievement on year-end high stakes 
reading tests.  Thirdly, we wanted to explore 
whether prediction of high-stakes reading 
achievement among third grade students 
could be enhanced by the inclusion of 
additional student-level variables known to 
be implicated in overall school achievement.  
Thus, we included in the model data on the 
student’s number of prior grade retentions, 
attendance rate, and reading grade.  These 
final three variables are data that are readily 
available to teachers and do not require time 
or resources for additional direct 
measurement of student skill.  It was 
hypothesized that the inclusion of these 
additional student-level variables would 
increase the proportion of explained 
variance in the prediction of reading 
achievement scores.   
 
Methods 
Participants 
 
Third grade students (n = 145) in a large 
southeastern school district participated in 
this investigation.  This large metropolitan 
school district subdivided their schools into 
five district regions. There is variability in 

student demographics across these district 
regions, especially with regard to ethnic 
diversity and SES (using free and reduced 
lunch status as a proxy family income 
indicator).  Four elementary schools from 
each of the five district regions were 
recruited in order to capitalize on the 
naturally occurring ethnic and SES 
variability in the different geographical 
locations.  Both high and low-performing 
schools with respect to students’ scores on 
the previous year’s statewide high-stakes 
assessment were intentionally selected to 
ensure variability in achievement scores.  Of 
20 schools invited, 12 principals 
subsequently agreed to participate in the 
present study.  Each regular education third 
grade teacher within the participating 
schools was then individually invited and all 
subsequently agreed to participate.  Students 
were eligible for participation if they were 
enrolled in the participating teacher’s 
classroom as a regular education student.   
 
The required sample size to detect a large 
effect (Cohen’s d = 0.8) was calculated 
based on a two-tailed linear multiple 
regression (random model) with a 
confidence level of .95 and a statistical 
power of .80 and 8 predictor variables, 
indicating that the researchers needed to 
obtain at least 102 participants (Faul, 
Erdfelder, Buchner, & Lang, 2009).  
Acknowledging the potential for a low 
return rate of consent forms, 32 regular 
education third grade students were 
randomly selected from each of the 12 
schools using a random numbers chart and a 
total of 384 consent packets as approved by 
our university’s institutional review board 
were sent home with students in their 
backpacks.  Of the 384 informed consent 
packets distributed, 192 consent forms (or 
50.3 %) were returned.  Of those received, 
186 parents/legal guardians consented 
(96.9% of consent forms returned), 6 
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parents/legal guardians declined 
participation (3.1%).  Five participants were 
no longer enrolled in the participating school 
at the conclusion of the study (2.7% 
attrition).  The demographic composition of 
the final sample is summarized in Table 1.  
Socio-economic status (SES) was 
characterized in this study via a 
dichotomous variable: economically 
disadvantaged (i.e., students receiving either 
free or reduced lunch price benefits) and 
non-economically disadvantaged (i.e., 
students that did not apply or were ineligible 
for free or reduced lunch price benefits).   
 
Only students for whom reading skill 
performance data (ORF & 
decoding/Nonsense Word Fluency (NWF)) 
were available were retained in the final 
analysis, resulting in 145 cases for analysis.  
It was determined that the loss in sample 
size and concomitant loss in power in 
eliminating cases with missing data was 
preferable over imputing those values.  
Thus, the multiple regression results are 
based on data from 145 participants.  
 
Instruments 
 
Instruments used in the present study 
included a year-end high-stakes measure of 
reading progress for grade 3 (Florida 
Comprehensive Assessment Test; FCAT), 
the ORF (oral reading fluency) and NWF 
(nonsense word fluency) subtests from 
Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy 
Skills (DIBELS) assessment system (Good & 
Kaminski, 2002), and a brief survey 
administered to each participant’s teacher to 
obtain the participants’ third quarter reading 
grade.  ORF and NWF subtests were used in 
unaltered form from the DIBELS assessment 
system (Good & Kaminski, 2002) and 
administered and scored following the 
standardized administration and scoring 
procedures provided for the instrument.  

Technical adequacy of ORF is reported 
above; information regarding NWF and 
FCAT is described below.  The remaining 
data (e.g., demographics, attendance) were 
obtained via query to the district’s student 
database records. 
 
NWF is a decoding task whereby the student 
reads aloud a series of vowel-consonant or 
consonant-vowel-consonant nonsense 
words.  This subtest assesses the student’s 
ability to blend phonemes, requiring both 
knowledge of letter-sound correspondences 
and articulation skill.  First grade January 
NWF scores appear to possess strong 
predictive validity for end-of-first-grade 
ORF scores (.82) (Good & Kaminski, 2002).  
Predictive validity appears weaker for end-
of-second-grade ORF scores (.60) and for 
the Woodcock-Johnson Psycho-Educational 
Battery (Woodcock, McGrew, & Mather, 
2001) Total Reading Cluster score (.66).  
The instrument’s authors did not intend for 
the NWF subtest to be administered to third 
grade students and, therefore, there is 
currently no data to examine the reliability, 
validity, and predictive utility for this grade 
level.  Nonetheless, as discussed, we were 
specifically interested in including a 
measure of decoding given that it is a 
requisite skill for overall reading 
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over in the U.S. are Hispanic (Robinson, 
2008).  Some research indicates that there is 
an achievement gap between White students 
and Hispanic students (Robinson, 2008; 
Rojas-LeBouef & Slate, 2012; Lopez et. al, 
2007).  Kober (2010) cites that by eighth 
grade, Hispanic students are only 58% 

proficient in reading by 8th grade and only 
56% of Hispanic high school students are 
proficient in reading compared to 81% and 
78% respectively for Whites.  
  
 Achievement gaps can be attributed to a 
variety of factors.  Certainly, the dominance 
of monolinguistic, white female teachers in 
education may have play a role in the ability 
to connect with diverse groups of students 
(Ball & Tyson, 2011; Darling-Hammond & 
Bransford, 2005).  Some studies have 
suggested that variables of income, parental 
education and occupation, and immigration 
status may play a role in Hispanic students’ 
reading development (Grouws, 1992; Pond, 
1999).  Understanding the factors that hinder 
or support literacy development is important 
as research has indicated a link between 
literacy development and achievement later 
on in life (Billings, 2009; Dickinson & 
Tabors, 2002; Herbers et al., 2012).  
 
 
Family involvement is one aspect that this 
study aims to look at more closely.  Family 
may play an instrumental role in literacy 
development among children (Billings, 
2009; Ortiz, 2004; Whitehurst et al., 1988).  
Moreover, a family’s income can afford for 
additional opportunities for learning or be 
restricted by financial implications.  Poverty 
is a great issue facing many students today.  
Berliner (2006) points out that poverty is the 
issue that is most plaguing student 
achievement and that students of urban 
minority and poor students are below that of 
their middle-class white peers.  “A majority 
of school-age Latino children are 
economically disadvantaged.  More than 
one-fourth (27%) come from families with 
incomes below the poverty level, and 
another 33% are near poor” (Kober, 2010, p. 
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to construct meaning from the texts.  Scores 
on the FCAT are reported in terms of scaled 
scores (range 100-500) and achievement 
level (range 1-5) (Florida Department of 
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181 students tested) were deemed spoiled 
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variables known to be implicated in overall 
school achievement—student’s number of 
prior grade retentions, attendance rate, and 
reading grade—improve the prediction 
model.  While there are several possible 
avenues of analysis one could use to explore 
these questions, hierarchical regression was 
utilized to better understand the individual 
and additive effects of each predictor 
variable or variable set.   
 
When interpreting the results from 
hierarchical regression analyses, the order of 
entry of variables into the model should be 
based on sound empirical or theoretical 
reasoning (Keith, 2006).  While several 
alternatives exist, the following order was 
used to address the stated purposes of this 
study.  SES and sex were entered in the first 
block as control variables to control for the 
effects of these demographics on 
achievement.  ORF was then entered second 
into the model to determine its effect on 
reading achievement when controlling for 
the aforementioned student demographics 
(replication of prior studies).  NWF was 
entered third in the model to test the added 
predictive value of decoding on the reading 
achievement test, above and beyond that of 
ORF.  The remaining student level variables 
(retentions, attendance rate, and reading 
grade) were then entered into the fourth and 
final block to explore the whether the 
inclusion of these additional student-level 
variables would increase the proportion of 
explained variance in the prediction of 
reading achievement scores above and 
beyond demographics, ORF, and decoding 
skill.   
 
Results 
 
The inter-correlation matrix of predictors is 
provided in Table 2 with associated tests of 
significance of the relationships between 
variables using α = .01.  Significant 

correlations were found between the FCAT 
reading measure and ORF, NWF, SES, 
number of prior grade retentions 
(retentions), and reading grades.  Of interest, 
the significant negative correlation between 
the reading FCAT score and retentions 
indicated that students who were retained 
one or more times performed significantly 
poorer on the outcome reading measure.  
With regard to student demographics, SES 
was significantly correlated with ORF, 
NWF, retentions, and reading grade 
indicating that students with economic 
disadvantage were significantly more likely 
to perform worse on ORF and NWF 
measures, had been retained at least once, 
and had poorer reading grades than the 
group of students that were categorized as 
not economically disadvantaged.  Sex was 
not significantly correlated with any other 
variables included in the model.  ORF was 
significantly positively correlated with NWF 
and reading grades and significantly 
negatively correlated with retentions.  
Similarly, NWF was significantly positively 
correlated with reading grades.   
 
Hierarchical Regression Results 
 
A case analysis was conducted to evaluate 
the presence of potential outliers exerting 
excessive influence on the regression results.  
One outlier was identified; however, a 
subsequent sensitivity study revealed that 
the outlier was not exerting excessive 
influence on the model R2 (change in R2 = 
.011).  Thus, the observation was retained 
and the reported results reflect the inclusion 
of all participant data (n=145).  The model 
was run with all variables, retaining the 
studentized model residuals.  A visual 
inspection of the scatter plot of the 
studentized model residuals versus predicted 
Y values revealed no indications of any 
violations of correct fit of a linear model, 
constant variance, or normality assumptions 
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required for the legitimacy of the regression 
results. 
 
Hierarchical linear regression results are 
provided in Table 3.  In summary, the 
addition of the demographic controls into 
the first block revealed that only SES was 
significantly predictive of Reading FCAT 
scores, ΔR2 = .192, F(2, 142) = 16.92, p < 
.001.  The addition of ORF into the second 
block confirmed the significance of the 
relationship between ORF on Reading 
FCAT scores even when controlling for 
student demographics (SES and sex), ΔR2 = 
.334, F(1, 141) = 52.26, p < .001.  The effect 
of SES in the second block remained 
statistically significant (p < .001).  The 
addition of the third block revealed no 
significant effect of NWF, above and 
beyond ORF and student demographics, ΔR2 
= .003, F(1, 140) = 39.39, p < .35, while the 
significance of SES and ORF remain 
unchanged.  In the fourth and final block, 
the addition of the remaining student-level 
variables (retentions, attendance rate, and 
reading grades) significantly increased the 
explained variance in FCAT Reading, ΔR2 = 
.102, F(3, 137) = 33.47, p < .001, with 
reading grade offering the only significant 
unique contribution in this step (p < .001).  
In the final model SES was not significant 
(albeit marginally) while the significant 
effect of ORF observed in earlier blocks 
remained significant.  Overall, results 
indicated that a multivariate model of 
student level predictors of reading 
achievement was robust and an 
improvement over a model that included 
ORF and student demographics in isolation.  
The final model with all predictor variables 
resulted in a model R2 = 0.631 (Adjusted R2 
= 0.612), a fairly large coefficient of 
determination, indicating that approximately 
63% of the total variability of reading 
achievement scores could be explained 
using this model.   

Discussion 
 
The relevance of this paper rests in the use 
of regression to identify additional student-
level factors, including word decoding skill, 
academic history, and demographics that 
may contribute to success on a 
comprehensive statewide third grade reading 
achievement test above and beyond ORF.  
The authors hypothesized that the inclusion 
of additional student-level variables would 
improve the overall model, increasing the 
proportion of variance in reading 
achievement. This hypothesis was 
supported.  In the final model, the effects of 
ORF and reading grades were significant in 
predicting year-end reading achievement, 
significant in spite of including student 
economic disadvantage and prior grade 
retentions into the prediction model—two 
factors often implicated in poor reading 
achievement.  Thus, these results are 
encouraging given that it points to factors 
that can be addressed with instruction and 
may help ameliorate learning or 
performance deficits associated with 
disadvantage and grade retention issues. 
 
As such, ORF continues to be an important 
factor in predicting reading achievement and 
continued focus on students’ ability to read 
fluently appears warranted.  Armbruster, 
Lehr, and Osborn (2001), report that the use 
of frequent oral reading monitored by a 
teacher or parent (coined “repeated 
readings”) is an effective activity for 
improving reading fluency and overall 
reading achievement.  Results herein support 
continued use of interventions that would 
target reading fluency, perhaps using 
locally-derived or state-derived benchmarks 
rather than national benchmarks for ORF to 
predict year-end assessment success may be 
more useful (Brown, 2008).  In their 2001 
study, Crawford, Tindal and Stieber found 
that “a reading rate of 119 words per minute 
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virtually ensured that a student passed the 
[Oregon] statewide reading test” (p. 319).  
This equated to 94% of their sample.  In this 
study, 93% of students that read 113 correct 
words per minute on ORF subsequently 
achieved a passing score on the state’s year-
end reading assessment.  It is yet unclear 
how often individual teachers are 
establishing and using local benchmarks. 
 
A measure of decoding was specifically 
added to this study with the hypothesis that 
decoding remains an important skill for 
success on high stakes year end reading 
assessments, which typically include higher-
level decodable words.  Of note, NWF is not 
typically administered in third grade and 
benchmarks are unavailable for this period 
(Good & Kaminski, 2002).  Thus, the 
inclusion of NWF in this study with third 
graders was exploratory; however, the 
hypothesis for its importance was not 
supported by the data.  A post-hoc analysis 
revealed that if entered first, NWF was a 
significant predictor (as would be expected 
from the correlation matrix), but its effect 
was negated as soon as ORF entered the 
model.  The insignificance of NWF could be 
contributed to the high correlation between 
ORF and NWF such that NWF did not add 
any unique contribution.  Nonetheless, NWF 
simply did not appear to be an important 
factor independent of the effect of ORF in 
third grade.  
 
In contrast, the finding that reading grades 
did uniquely contribute to the prediction of 
reading achievement above and beyond 
ORF, and in the context of all of the other 
variables in the model was unexpected.  The 
predictive utility of teachers’ assigned 
reading grades has not been widely 
discussed in the literature on predicting 
reading achievement.  It is conceivable that 
students’ reading fluency skill in general 
contributed, at least in part, to the letter 

grades assigned to students for 
reading/language arts; however, by putting 
ORF in the hierarchical regression analysis 
first we were then able to explore how 
grades added to that predictive power.  It is 
indeed likely that participating teachers at 
different schools (or even within a school) 
may use different criteria to determine a 
student’s reading grade (e.g., may include 
data on students’ participation, work 
completion, vocabulary, and spelling tests).  
Nonetheless, ORF alone was not as 
predictive of reading achievement as was a 
model that included reading grades.   
 
A post-hoc analysis revealed that 
approximately 4% of the participants in this 
study who earned a third-quarter reading 
grade of an A failed the Reading FCAT.  
Moreover, approximately 8% of those who 
earned a B failed, 44% who earned a C 
failed, 67% who earned a D failed, and 78% 
who earned an F failed the state’s year end 
assessment of reading achievement.  Perhaps 
in teachers’ constructions of reading grades 
the teachers are picking up on something 
above that of reading fluency which is 
contributing to overall reading achievement.  
Previous research regarding accuracy of 
teachers’ assessments of reading skill 
indicates that teachers are good judges of a 
variety of reading skills.  Feinberg and 
Shapiro (2003) noted that students’ assessed 
oral reading fluency skill was highly 
correlated with teachers’ predictions of oral 
reading fluency rate (r = .70).  Additionally, 
Bates and Nettelbeck (2001) examined the 
accuracy of teacher judgments in reading 
achievement among students with and 
without classroom behavioral problems.  
Results of this study indicated that teachers 
remained accurate judges of reading 
accuracy (r = .77) and reading 
comprehension (r = .62), despite the 
presence of classroom behavior problems.  
While students with behavior problems 
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comprehension.  Research indicates that 
parental involvement in a students’ 
schooling can greatly impact how the child 
succeeds (Auerbach, 1997; Gaitan, 2012; 
Ortiz, 2004).  
 
Because reading and literacy are important 
to understandings in the field of education, 
this study will focus on the analysis of data 
relating to reading achievement scores of 
Hispanic students and aspects of personal 
background that may affect a students’ 
score.  It is important to consider the 
students that make up the population in our 
nation’s classrooms.  The U.S. is on a 
trajectory to continue to become 
increasingly diverse (Ball & Tyson, 2011; 
Boske & Benavente-McEnery, 2010).  
Hispanics, especially, are the group of 
individuals that are the fastest growing 
subset of the U.S. population (Hemphill & 
Vanneman, 2011; Humes, Jones, & Ramirez 
2011; Kober, 2010).  Moreover, 
approximately 12% of people age five and 
over in the U.S. are Hispanic (Robinson, 
2008).  Some research indicates that there is 
an achievement gap between White students 
and Hispanic students (Robinson, 2008; 
Rojas-LeBouef & Slate, 2012; Lopez et. al, 
2007).  Kober (2010) cites that by eighth 
grade, Hispanic students are only 58% 

proficient in reading by 8th grade and only 
56% of Hispanic high school students are 
proficient in reading compared to 81% and 
78% respectively for Whites.  
  
 Achievement gaps can be attributed to a 
variety of factors.  Certainly, the dominance 
of monolinguistic, white female teachers in 
education may have play a role in the ability 
to connect with diverse groups of students 
(Ball & Tyson, 2011; Darling-Hammond & 
Bransford, 2005).  Some studies have 
suggested that variables of income, parental 
education and occupation, and immigration 
status may play a role in Hispanic students’ 
reading development (Grouws, 1992; Pond, 
1999).  Understanding the factors that hinder 
or support literacy development is important 
as research has indicated a link between 
literacy development and achievement later 
on in life (Billings, 2009; Dickinson & 
Tabors, 2002; Herbers et al., 2012).  
 
 
Family involvement is one aspect that this 
study aims to look at more closely.  Family 
may play an instrumental role in literacy 
development among children (Billings, 
2009; Ortiz, 2004; Whitehurst et al., 1988).  
Moreover, a family’s income can afford for 
additional opportunities for learning or be 
restricted by financial implications.  Poverty 
is a great issue facing many students today.  
Berliner (2006) points out that poverty is the 
issue that is most plaguing student 
achievement and that students of urban 
minority and poor students are below that of 
their middle-class white peers.  “A majority 
of school-age Latino children are 
economically disadvantaged.  More than 
one-fourth (27%) come from families with 
incomes below the poverty level, and 
another 33% are near poor” (Kober, 2010, p. 
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achievement and that students of urban 
minority and poor students are below that of 
their middle-class white peers.  “A majority 
of school-age Latino children are 
economically disadvantaged.  More than 
one-fourth (27%) come from families with 
incomes below the poverty level, and 
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proficient in reading compared to 81% and 
78% respectively for Whites.  
  
 Achievement gaps can be attributed to a 
variety of factors.  Certainly, the dominance 
of monolinguistic, white female teachers in 
education may have play a role in the ability 
to connect with diverse groups of students 
(Ball & Tyson, 2011; Darling-Hammond & 
Bransford, 2005).  Some studies have 
suggested that variables of income, parental 
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1999).  Understanding the factors that hinder 
or support literacy development is important 
as research has indicated a link between 
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on in life (Billings, 2009; Dickinson & 
Tabors, 2002; Herbers et al., 2012).  
 
 
Family involvement is one aspect that this 
study aims to look at more closely.  Family 
may play an instrumental role in literacy 
development among children (Billings, 
2009; Ortiz, 2004; Whitehurst et al., 1988).  
Moreover, a family’s income can afford for 
additional opportunities for learning or be 
restricted by financial implications.  Poverty 
is a great issue facing many students today.  
Berliner (2006) points out that poverty is the 
issue that is most plaguing student 
achievement and that students of urban 
minority and poor students are below that of 
their middle-class white peers.  “A majority 
of school-age Latino children are 
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one-fourth (27%) come from families with 
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Table 1 

Descriptive Statistics  
Variable n % 
Sex   
     Male 55 37.9 
     Female 90 62.1 
Ethnicity   
     Caucasian 51 35.2 
     African-American 87 60.0 
     Hispanic 3 2.1 
     Asian 2 1.4 
     Other 2 1.3 
Socio-economic status (SES)   
     Disadvantaged 88 60.7 
     Non-disadvantaged 57 39.3 
Number of Retentions   
     0 108 74.5 
     1 27 18.6 
     2 10 6.9 
Reading Grade   
     A 23 15.9 
     B 51 35.2 
     C 41 28.3 
     D 23 15.9 
     F 7 4.8 

Note.  Reading grade statistics incorporate replaced 
values for missing third quarter data. 
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 Table 2 
Descriptive Statistics and Inter-correlation Matrix 

 FCAT SES Sex ORF NWF Retentions Attendance 
Reading 
Grade 

FCAT —        
SES -.43* —       
Sex -.07 .02 —      
ORF .69* -.32* -.07 —     
NWF .50* -.30* .10 .63* —    
Retentions -.36* .25* .17 -.29* -.19 —   
Attendance .04 -.07 -.03 .00 .06 .01 —  
Reading 
Grade .65* -.36* -.05 .49* .42* -.28* .05 — 

M 307.82 .61 .38 102.61 81.55 .32 .96 2.41 
SD 52.43 .49 .49 33.54 41.98 .60 .04 1.08 
n  145 145 145 145 145 145 145 145 
Range 134 - 446 — — 0 - 180 6 - 232 0 - 2 .68 – 1.0 0 - 4 
Note.  Correlations for FCAT, ORF, NWF, Retentions, Reading grade, and attendance are the 
Pearson product-moment correlation.  Point estimates for the dichotomous variables of Sex and 
SES are the contrast of means between the two groups.  Variables are coded as follows: Sex: 
female=0 and male=1; SES: non-disadvantaged=0 and disadvantaged=1; Reading Grade: F=0, 
D=1, C=2, B=3, A=4. 
* p < .01. 
 
 
  

AGAINST CONVENTIONAL WISDOM  3 

 3 

Wamba (2011) ascertains the concern over 
children and reading in the following: 
 “Reading and writing are passports to 
achievement in many other curricular areas, 
and literacy education plays an important 
role in moving people out of poverty toward 
greater self-sufficiency post-graduation.  
Schools and home environments share 
responsibility for literacy skill development” 
(p. 8). 
 
A student does not come to the classroom a 
blank slate, however, but is riddled with 
experiences that shape the students’ 
approach to school, ability to perform, and 
comprehension.  Research indicates that 
parental involvement in a students’ 
schooling can greatly impact how the child 
succeeds (Auerbach, 1997; Gaitan, 2012; 
Ortiz, 2004).  
 
Because reading and literacy are important 
to understandings in the field of education, 
this study will focus on the analysis of data 
relating to reading achievement scores of 
Hispanic students and aspects of personal 
background that may affect a students’ 
score.  It is important to consider the 
students that make up the population in our 
nation’s classrooms.  The U.S. is on a 
trajectory to continue to become 
increasingly diverse (Ball & Tyson, 2011; 
Boske & Benavente-McEnery, 2010).  
Hispanics, especially, are the group of 
individuals that are the fastest growing 
subset of the U.S. population (Hemphill & 
Vanneman, 2011; Humes, Jones, & Ramirez 
2011; Kober, 2010).  Moreover, 
approximately 12% of people age five and 
over in the U.S. are Hispanic (Robinson, 
2008).  Some research indicates that there is 
an achievement gap between White students 
and Hispanic students (Robinson, 2008; 
Rojas-LeBouef & Slate, 2012; Lopez et. al, 
2007).  Kober (2010) cites that by eighth 
grade, Hispanic students are only 58% 

proficient in reading by 8th grade and only 
56% of Hispanic high school students are 
proficient in reading compared to 81% and 
78% respectively for Whites.  
  
 Achievement gaps can be attributed to a 
variety of factors.  Certainly, the dominance 
of monolinguistic, white female teachers in 
education may have play a role in the ability 
to connect with diverse groups of students 
(Ball & Tyson, 2011; Darling-Hammond & 
Bransford, 2005).  Some studies have 
suggested that variables of income, parental 
education and occupation, and immigration 
status may play a role in Hispanic students’ 
reading development (Grouws, 1992; Pond, 
1999).  Understanding the factors that hinder 
or support literacy development is important 
as research has indicated a link between 
literacy development and achievement later 
on in life (Billings, 2009; Dickinson & 
Tabors, 2002; Herbers et al., 2012).  
 
 
Family involvement is one aspect that this 
study aims to look at more closely.  Family 
may play an instrumental role in literacy 
development among children (Billings, 
2009; Ortiz, 2004; Whitehurst et al., 1988).  
Moreover, a family’s income can afford for 
additional opportunities for learning or be 
restricted by financial implications.  Poverty 
is a great issue facing many students today.  
Berliner (2006) points out that poverty is the 
issue that is most plaguing student 
achievement and that students of urban 
minority and poor students are below that of 
their middle-class white peers.  “A majority 
of school-age Latino children are 
economically disadvantaged.  More than 
one-fourth (27%) come from families with 
incomes below the poverty level, and 
another 33% are near poor” (Kober, 2010, p. 
3).   
 

33

The Journal of Research in Education Fall 2013 Volume 2



R
un

ni
ng

 h
ea

d:
  S

TU
D

EN
T 

PR
ED

IC
TO

R
S 

O
F 

R
EA

D
IN

G
 

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
 

 
 

 

18
 

Ta
bl

e 
3 

H
ie

ra
rc

hi
ca

l L
in

ea
r R

eg
re

ss
io

n 
Re

su
lts

 P
re

di
ct

in
g 

Re
ad

in
g 

Ac
hi

ev
em

en
t 

 
M

od
el

 1
 

 
M

od
el

 2
 

 
M

od
el

 3
 

 
M

od
el

 4
 

V
ar

ia
bl

e 
B

 
β 

p 
 

 
B

 
β 

p 
 

 
B

 
β 

p 
 

 
B

 
β 

p 
 

St
ep

 1
:  

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
   

 S
ES

 
-4

6.
34

 
-.4

3 
<.

00
1 

 
-2

5.
71

 
-.2

4 
<.

00
1 

 
-2

4.
85

 
-.2

3 
<.

00
1 

 
-1

5.
22

 
-.1

4 
.0

14
 

   
 S

ex
 

-6
.6

6 
-.0

6 
.4

14
 

 
-2

.4
9 

-.0
2 

.6
91

 
 

-3
.6

0 
-.0

3 
.5

73
 

 
-.6

2 
-.0

1 
.9

15
 

St
ep

 2
:  

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

   
 O

R
F 

 
 

 
 

.9
6 

.6
1 

<.
00

1 
 

.8
9 

.5
7 

<.
00

1 
 

.6
7 

.4
3 

<.
00

1 
St

ep
 3

:  
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
   

 N
W

F 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
.0

9 
.0

7 
.3

49
 

 
.0

2 
.0

2 
.7

84
 

St
ep

 4
:  

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

   
 R

et
en

tio
ns

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
-8

.2
1 

-.0
9 

.0
98

 
   

 A
tte

nd
an

ce
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

5.
81

 
.0

05
 

.9
24

 
   

 R
ea

di
ng

 G
ra

de
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

17
.1

0 
.3

5 
<.

00
1 

R2  
.1

9  
 

.5
3  

 
.5

3  
 

.6
3  

C
ha

ng
e 

in
 R

2  
  

 
.3

3  
 

.0
0 

  
 

.1
0  

F 
16

.9
2 *

**
 

 
52

.2
6 *

**
 

 
39

.3
9 *

**
 

 
33

.4
7 *

**
 

C
ha

ng
e 

in
 F

 
  

 
99

.4
8 *

**
 

 
.8

8  
 

12
.5

7 *
**

 
N

ot
e.

  T
he

 Δ
R

2 
re

su
lt 

is
 th

e 
in

cr
ea

se
 in

 R
2 

du
e 

to
 a

dd
in

g 
ea

ch
 b

lo
ck

 in
cr

em
en

ta
lly

, g
iv

en
 th

e 
ot

he
r p

re
di

ct
or

 v
ar

ia
bl

es
.  

V
ar

ia
bl

es
 a

re
 c

od
ed

 a
s f

ol
lo

w
s:

 S
ex

: f
em

al
e=

0 
an

d 
m

al
e=

1;
 S

ES
: n

on
-d

is
ad

va
nt

ag
ed

=0
 a

nd
 d

is
ad

va
nt

ag
ed

=1
; R

ea
di

ng
 

G
ra

de
: F

=0
, D

=1
, C

=2
, B

=3
, A

=4
. 

* 
p 

< 
.0

5.
   

 *
* 

p 
< 

.0
1.

   
 *

**
 p

 <
 .0

01
 

 

AGAINST CONVENTIONAL WISDOM  3 

 3 

Wamba (2011) ascertains the concern over 
children and reading in the following: 
 “Reading and writing are passports to 
achievement in many other curricular areas, 
and literacy education plays an important 
role in moving people out of poverty toward 
greater self-sufficiency post-graduation.  
Schools and home environments share 
responsibility for literacy skill development” 
(p. 8). 
 
A student does not come to the classroom a 
blank slate, however, but is riddled with 
experiences that shape the students’ 
approach to school, ability to perform, and 
comprehension.  Research indicates that 
parental involvement in a students’ 
schooling can greatly impact how the child 
succeeds (Auerbach, 1997; Gaitan, 2012; 
Ortiz, 2004).  
 
Because reading and literacy are important 
to understandings in the field of education, 
this study will focus on the analysis of data 
relating to reading achievement scores of 
Hispanic students and aspects of personal 
background that may affect a students’ 
score.  It is important to consider the 
students that make up the population in our 
nation’s classrooms.  The U.S. is on a 
trajectory to continue to become 
increasingly diverse (Ball & Tyson, 2011; 
Boske & Benavente-McEnery, 2010).  
Hispanics, especially, are the group of 
individuals that are the fastest growing 
subset of the U.S. population (Hemphill & 
Vanneman, 2011; Humes, Jones, & Ramirez 
2011; Kober, 2010).  Moreover, 
approximately 12% of people age five and 
over in the U.S. are Hispanic (Robinson, 
2008).  Some research indicates that there is 
an achievement gap between White students 
and Hispanic students (Robinson, 2008; 
Rojas-LeBouef & Slate, 2012; Lopez et. al, 
2007).  Kober (2010) cites that by eighth 
grade, Hispanic students are only 58% 

proficient in reading by 8th grade and only 
56% of Hispanic high school students are 
proficient in reading compared to 81% and 
78% respectively for Whites.  
  
 Achievement gaps can be attributed to a 
variety of factors.  Certainly, the dominance 
of monolinguistic, white female teachers in 
education may have play a role in the ability 
to connect with diverse groups of students 
(Ball & Tyson, 2011; Darling-Hammond & 
Bransford, 2005).  Some studies have 
suggested that variables of income, parental 
education and occupation, and immigration 
status may play a role in Hispanic students’ 
reading development (Grouws, 1992; Pond, 
1999).  Understanding the factors that hinder 
or support literacy development is important 
as research has indicated a link between 
literacy development and achievement later 
on in life (Billings, 2009; Dickinson & 
Tabors, 2002; Herbers et al., 2012).  
 
 
Family involvement is one aspect that this 
study aims to look at more closely.  Family 
may play an instrumental role in literacy 
development among children (Billings, 
2009; Ortiz, 2004; Whitehurst et al., 1988).  
Moreover, a family’s income can afford for 
additional opportunities for learning or be 
restricted by financial implications.  Poverty 
is a great issue facing many students today.  
Berliner (2006) points out that poverty is the 
issue that is most plaguing student 
achievement and that students of urban 
minority and poor students are below that of 
their middle-class white peers.  “A majority 
of school-age Latino children are 
economically disadvantaged.  More than 
one-fourth (27%) come from families with 
incomes below the poverty level, and 
another 33% are near poor” (Kober, 2010, p. 
3).   
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