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Abstract:

This evaluation examined the effects of a supplemental reading intervention for
students identified with specific learning disabilities in reading, and who had at least
one reading goal listed on their current IEP. All consented participants in the study
presented with below grade level on fall benchmark scores on DIBELS 6t ed. Revised.
Participants consisted of a treatment group, those who received supplemental
reading instruction in addition to core + special education services and a control
group of students who received only core + special education services. The students in
the treatment group received 26 weeks of Project MORE instruction delivered
multiple times each week from trained volunteer tutors. Using a regression-
discontinuity design, condition and comparison groups were compared on reading
development growth using DIBELS ORF. Significant findings were reported for grade
2, 3, and 4.

One-to-one tutoring, provided as an extension to classroom teaching,
is commonly considered to be the most effective way of increasing students’
academic proficiency, particularly in the area of early reading skills. The
effectiveness of one-to- one tutoring as an effective reading intervention has
been validated by empirical research, especially for those children who are
considered at-risk for academic failure, or have been identified as having
reading or learning disabilities (Elbaum, Vaughn, Tejero-Hughes, &
Watson-Moody, 2000; Osborn et al., 2007; Slavina, Lake, Davis, &
Maldena, 2011; Vaughn et al., 2009). Elementary teachers routinely
identify trained volunteer one-to-one tutoring, an optimal instructional
strategy to implement in their classrooms. Yet, these teachers report that it is
challenging to implement in their classrooms (Elbaum, et al.; Pullen, Lane,
& Monahan, 2004). The importance of reading interventions in the primary
grades is underscored by Hecht and Greenfield (2001), who note that few

changes in individual reading skills occur after the third grade.



As other important consequences to lack of early intervention include, poor academic outcomes,
increased behavioral issues, higher probability of these students dropping out of school will lead
to limited employment opportunities later in life.

Many educators and researchers have found that while one-to-one tutoring can be an
effective method of improving the reading skills of students who are struggling with reading,
there is some debate on which type of programs provide the most effective avenue for improving
students’ reading through tutoring. In a review of the defining characteristics of successful
tutoring programs, Power& Cummings (2011) identified eight important variables to consider
when determining best practice for one-to-one tutoring programs: (1) volunteers, (2) training and
supervision of volunteers, (3) tutoring strategies, (4) length and frequency of tutoring, (5)
students’ grade level, and (6) location of the tutoring sessions, (7) materials, and (8) finances.
Addressing these variables can serve as components of effectiveness of tutoring programs on
improving student outcomes were further explained as training for volunteers, connecting the
tutoring program to student learning in school, providing the student with tutoring sessions over

an extended period of the academic year (Power & Cummings).

Students with reading difficulties

Despite the success of early reading interventions studies in assisting students to improve
their reading skills, many students continue to have significant reading difficulties (Vaughn et
al., 2009). Other research findings indicate that some students progress in their reading
proficiency at a much slower rate, even in the presence of a highly qualified teacher and
evidence-based instruction (Al Otaiba & Fuchs, 2002). Students who may present a resistance to
evidence-based reading instruction may have different characteristics from students with reading
difficulties. Multiple research findings examining the differences in students’ response to
reading interventions indicate that the areas of phonological processing, rapid-naming ability,
and verbal ability could indicate differences in the level of these students progress in reading
(Al-Otaiba & Fuchs, Vaughn, Wanzek, Woodruff, & Linan-Thompson, 2007). Students who fail
to respond to evidence-based reading instruction provide a population from which we can
explore the development of reading skills, effective instruction, and those students who present

with reading difficulties and/or disabilities (Vaughn et al., 2009).

OJTE - Fall 2015




OJTE - Fall 2015

Volunteer Tutoring

The implementation of tutoring programs has existed in education for several decades.
Multiple reasons are frequently cited for the growth of a variety of tutoring programs in schools.
The attention of the public was focused on the deficiencies of student proficiency in reading,
particularly after the publication of the National Commission on Excellence in Education’s, 4
Nation at Risk (1983). With this increased attention came a resurgence of volunteers ready to
tutor students who may be struggling in reading development. Yet, despite the increased use of
volunteer tutoring in schools, particularly with volunteers considered to be “non-professional”
volunteers, there is not yet a sufficient body of evidence to confirm the effectiveness of the use
of a diverse population of volunteer tutors (Ritter, Barnett, Denny, & Albin, 2009).

Empirical research has been conducted in a few large-scale studies aimed at improving
the academic achievement of students who struggle the most in foundational reading skills. Two
important studies, Reading Recovery and Success for All (Shanahan, 1998; Wasik & Slavin,
1993) are considered to be effective tutoring programs, but both require the use of professional
tutors in their implementation. The most significant limitation to these programs rests in the
limited availability of professional volunteers, which in turn, limits the number of struggling
students who can be assisted (Ritter et al.,). In a review of 17 studies which employ volunteer
tutors to improve students’ reading skills, Wasik (1998) found that some of these programs could
assist students who are struggling with reading development; only 2 of the 17 programs reviewed
compared targeted students with a comparison group. This review has led to an increase in the
evaluation of programming to meet the needs of students who struggle with reading
development. Many of these studies have provided a beginning body of evidence for the
effectiveness in the implementation of volunteer tutors in providing additional instructional
supports for students in need of support in the area of reading ( Burns, Senesac, & Symington,
2004; Fitzgerald, 2001; Moore-Hart & Karabenick, 2009: &, Pullen, Lane, & Monaghan, 2004).
The intention of continuing to build the body of evidence on the use of volunteer tutors for
assisting students with reading difficulties formed the basis of this evaluation. Researchers were
asked to evaluate a currently used program for using volunteer tutors to assist students with
reading disabilities improve their reading development as a supplement to core reading

instruction and special education services.



Rationale for Project MORE intervention

When we initiated this study, the most reliable and valid empirical support for
implementing interventions for students who have reading difficulties used standardized
interventions (Vaughn et al., 2009). In a review of intervention studies, Wanzek & Vaughn
(2007) reports findings from 18 studies conducted with primary grade students with significant
reading difficulties. None of the studies reported using problem-solving or individualized
instruction based upon student needs. This report defines an intervention of having high levels of
standardization within the intervention and allowing for possible adjustments based upon student
performance (Vaughn et al.). Project MORE (PM) incorporates the use of standardized
methodologies in each of their tutoring sessions, while allowing for a small portion of the
tutoring session toward meeting the students’ reading needs based upon student IEP goals. The
objective of PM is not to replace general education instruction in reading, including those
programs considered in Tier One Response to Intervention (RTI) programming. PM is used as a
supplement to core instruction and special education services (Osborn et al., 2007).

PM has been developed and funded through a partnership between state legislators and
educational leaders to create a special education initiative unfolded in 15 schools in 2000, and
has since grown throughout the state (Wilson & Rychener, 2009). PM used a commercially
available tutoring intervention, Reading Tutors (reading-tutors.com, 2007). This program
provides lessons and materials, as well as assessments pertaining to alphabet, phonological
awareness, phonics, high-frequency words, fluency and comprehension of reading. PM provides
schools with over 450 tutor packets from the Reading Tutors program that are organized into the
six categories stated above, covering key areas of literacy development cited by the National
Reading Panel (Wilson & Rychener). This study examined the growth of reading proficiency of
a group of students with SLD in reading, compared to a group of non-disabled peers. We were
interested in examining whether students with reading disabilities would benefit from
supplemental intervention using PM, in addition to core instruction and special education

services, when compared to typical nondisabled peers.

Overview of the Study
The current study was formed around the goal of comparing the reading gains of students

in the Project MORE (Mentoring in Ohio for Reading Excellence) intervention program with the
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reading gains of similar students who had not received the PM intervention. Our primary
question was, will students with SLD in reading who receive supplemental volunteer tutoring in
reading preform significantly higher on reading scores than those students with SLD in reading
who did not receive the supplemental volunteer tutoring in reading. The intervention was of a
comprehensive design focusing on oral language skills, phonemic sound-symbol relationship,
and structural analysis, as well as morphemic awareness, vocabulary building, and reading
fluency.

This study reports the relative benefits of the PM tutoring program for use as a
supplemental reading intervention for students with SLD using a regression discontinuity
analysis. Using regression discontinuity analysis, we were able to examine statistically
significant gains in reading proficiency for students in the treatment condition when compared to
their same grade level typically performing peers. The performance of the students receiving the
PM intervention will be detailed relative to outcomes of DIBELS Oral Reading Fluency
(DORF) given at grade level three times during the academic year. The initial benchmark score

served as the pretest score and the spring benchmark score served as the posttest score.

Method

Participants and setting

The participants in this evaluation consisted of 246 second, third, and fourth grade
students from 11 schools from nine rural districts in a Midwestern state. All students were
identified as having been identified with a SLD in reading as determined by IEP disability
category, and each participant having at least one goal in reading listed on their respective IEP.
This identification method has been used in previous research comparing the outcomes
intervention research (Osborn et al., 2007 Vaughn et al., 2009; Wilson & Rychener, 2009). For
the purposes of this study, students who had been identified as an English Language Learner
(ELL) were not considered for either the treatment or control groups. Two groups were formed
into treatment and control groups from each grade at each school. Inclusion of students into the
treatment group and the control group based upon a cutoff score from the Fall DORF benchmark
score. For students in grade two the cutoff score for participation in the study was a DORF fall
benchmark score of 20 or below, grade three, DORF fall benchmark a score of 27 or below, and

grade four, a score of 38 or below. While the sample for this study was based upon convenience
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in their attendance in a school that had previously adopted the PM program for their students, for
the purpose of the study, students were randomly assigned to the treatment or control group.
Parental consent was required prior to being considered for this study and youth assent was
obtained prior to the initial benchmark assessment at the pre-test screening.

In August of 2007, all students were screened using grade-level DIBELS ORF
measures (Treatment Group: n = 121; Control group: n = 125). At the outset of the study, the
groups were matched in sample size of 140 students in each group. The resulting sample size
described in this study varied due to students leaving the school in which the study was
conducted. There were 121 students in the treatment group, (63 female: 52%, 58 male: 48%). 89
students in the treatment group were Caucasian (74%), 24 were African American (20%), 6
students were Hispanic (5%), and 2 students were identified as other (2%). Free and reduced
lunch status for the treatment group were 29 students (24%). For the students in the control
group, there were 125 participants (59 female: 49%, 66 male: 51%). 96 students in the control
group were Caucasian (77%), 18 were African American (14%), 11 students were Hispanic
(8%). Free and reduced lunch status for the control group were 33 students (26%). Table 1. Lists
the number of participants by grade level.

Table 1. Sample size by grade.

Grade Treatment Group Control Group
Grade 2 24 27
Grade 3 21 26
Grade 4 76 72
Total 121 125

Volunteer tutors. For the PM intervention, volunteer tutors were used at each school
site (n = 37). Volunteers were recruited from the community and varied in their age from 16-67
years old, gender, and previous education and work experience. Tutors can be high school
students, retirees, college students, professionals, laborers, parents, and anyone who the school
can recruit, train, and commit to the PM tutoring program (Osborn, et al 2007). Use of tutors
with a diverse background is widely supported in the literature (Al-Otaiba & Pappamihiel, 2005;
Caserta-Henry, 1996; Elbaum, Vaughn, Hughes, & Moody, 2000; Morris, Tyner, & Perney, J.,
2000).
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All tutors were trained by local school staff that were trained by supervisory personnel in
charge of the state’s Project MORE programming from the county Educational Service Center
(ESC). Training consisted of one 2-hour session, and included treatment of fidelity in
implementation of tutoring sessions conducted at the end of the training session and at the end of
the first month of tutoring services. Any tutor who scored below the minimum 95% accuracy in
the tutoring sessions based upon a checklist and inter-observer reliability were remediated in
their training and were reassessed until they met the minimum accuracy level.

Detailed records were obtained over the 26 weeks of the intervention and were verified
by members of the research team as well as through on-site observation and interviews with

tutors and supervisory personnel at each of the 11 sites in order to assure accurate data entry.

Independent and dependent variables

Given that this study involves the evaluation of a standardized intervention by using a
quasi-experimental design it is important to distinguish the variables that drive the evaluation of
the study outcome. The independent variable for this study is the student outcomes for the
intervention, PM that would be delivered to the treatment group but withheld from the control

group. The dependent variable for this study is the Project MORE intervention programming.

Procedures

The treatment for this study consisted of the PM intervention delivered three times each
week for approximately 30 minutes for each session. This intervention was delivered in addition
to any reading instruction given in the general classroom or during special education minutes.
The control group differed from the treatment group in only the delivery of the PM intervention.
PM provided the overall structure to deliver the reading intervention. The goal of PM is to
supplement reading instruction for students who have been identified with disabilities in reading
proficiency, with each participant having at least one IEP goal in reading (Osborn, et al, 2007).
The program delivers structured tutoring to a student who is identified as a struggling reader via
data derived from curriculum-based measurement screening at grade-level in reading.

The PM intervention consisted of one-on-one tutoring by trained volunteer tutors
conducted in a room outside of the classroom, and was conducted during the school day. There

were three sessions each week over 26 weeks, each lasting 30 minutes. All students in the PM
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intervention were given an initial screening using the Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy
Skills-6" Edition, Revised (DIBELS). Once a student’s reading proficiency was determined, PM
sessions were created from the Reading Tutors reading program (reading-tutors.com, 2007). The
Reading Tutors program contains 450 comprehensive lesson plans with teaching tips,
instructional resource packets, formative and summative assessment, and resources in alphabet,
phonological awareness, phonics, high-frequency words, fluency, and comprehension. The 450
tutor packets are organized into six categories covering six areas of literacy development cited by
the National Reading Panel. They include alphabet recognition, phonological awareness, high-
frequency word recognition, fluency, and reading comprehension. The Reading Tutors program
conforms to the National Reading Panel’s recommendations for successful reading programs
(Osborn, et al, 2007). Students and tutors met in one-to-one tutoring sessions three times each
week. A student may have as many as three different tutors in a week, but typically, tutors
remained consistent throughout the year. The use of multiple tutors during the week could be
problematic, but using an intervention system that is considered highly standardized lessens the
impact of multiple tutors (Vaughn & Wanzek, 2007). Each session consisted of three
instructional segments, with the first segment lasts for five to 10 minutes consisting of fluency
building activities which included timed cold, warm, and hot reading, based on the premise of
repeated reading. The second segment of each session focused attention on skills targeted at
building reading comprehension by using predicting, previewing, and asking questions in
advance of reading passages, followed by tutor reading aloud as the student follows along as a
model of proficient reading. The final 10 segment focused on high-frequency response type
reading games related to specific skill development based upon the specific needs of the student
as outlined in the student’s IEP. Activities included high response instructional games,
manipulatives, and kits or cards to promote specific skill development. Areas of reinforced
practice included work analysis, vocabulary, comprehension, study skills, and writing (Osborn,

et al).
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Table 2.
Means and Standard Deviations for DIBELS Oral Reading Fluency( DORF) scores

Measure Treatment Group Control Group
M (SD) M (SD)
DORF
Fall Grade 2 15.69 (7.36) 15.96 (7.41)
Fall Grade 3 21.91 (9.35) 21.05 (9.18)
Fall Grade 4 28.67 (13.87) 27.58 (12.94)
DORF
Spring Grade 2 22.02 (8.43) 18.47 (6.28)
Spring Grade 3 27.67 (11.31) 24.33 (11.02)
Spring Grade 4 31.26 (12.26) 29.19 (11.86)
Data Collection

A team of trained graduate students traveled to each school to administer the DIBELS
Oral Reading Fluency (DORF) screening that were administered to each student and used as
pretest and posttest scores to both the treatment and comparison groups. Co-primary
investigators (PI) completed fidelity of implementation checks on the graduate students for 25%
of DIBELS administrations and these checks resulted in a 96% correct administration rate.
Additionally the PI’s verified the scores listed on the scoring booklets on 50% of the students’
booklets in both the treatment and control groups for each administration.

DIBELS DORF. DOREF is a standardized, individually administered test of accuracy and
fluency with connected text. The passages are calibrated for the goal level of reading for each
grade level. Student performance was measured by having students read three passages aloud,
each for one minute. ORF scores are derived from the number of correct words per minute, is
considered the oral reading fluency rate. The DOREF test-retest reliability over the course of
several days 1s .90 (DIBELS Technical Reports, 2003). The DOREF is highly correlated with the
Woodcock-Johnson reading subtests among students with SLD (» = .89) (DIBELS Technical
Reports). Additionally, the DOREF is significantly correlated with the state high-stakes annual
assessment for fourth grade students (Vander Meer, Lentz, & Stoller, 2005).
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Regression Discontinuity Research Design

The effectiveness of the PM intervention was evaluated using a regression-discontinuity
(RD) research design. This quasi-experimental design is a particularly strong alternative to the
use of randomized control research design to evaluate the efficacy of an intervention (Trochim,
1984). It is appropriate to use RD when the group receiving the condition and the comparison
group are intentionally selected to differ in ability as assessed by a quantitative criterion prior to
the introduction of the condition. When used with a strictly enforced cutoff score for inclusion
into the condition group, RD provides a robust alternative to randomized experimental design,
with additional benefit of not having to construct a comparison group by denying the
intervention to those who need it (Gersten & Dimino, 2006; Vaughn et al, 2009).

The core assumption of RD is that the relationship between the pretest criterion score and
the posttest outcome measure would be the same for all students. A program effect is obtained
by examining the degree to which the regression line for students in the condition group differ
from the expected line that is based in the pre-post relationship in the comparison group. RD can
be used to determine both if a main effect exists for the condition group and if an interaction
effect also exists. A main effect is evidenced when the regression line for the condition group is
shifted above the expected line. This shift raises the regression line of the condition group above
the line of the comparison group by a constant value. When the lines are prepared visually, the
result is a vertical gap between the two lines at the location of the cutoff score on the x-axis. An
interaction effect indicates that the effect of the condition differs across members of the

treatment group based on their pretest scores (Gersten & Dimino, 2006).

Results

To address our question of interest, examining whether students with reading disabilities
would benefit from supplemental intervention using PM, in addition to core instruction and
special education services, when compared to typical nondisabled peers. Pretest and Posttest
variables included in this analysis was the appropriate grade level DORF. Each of the grade
level pretest measures was administered in the spring of 2007, and the posttest measures were
administered in the spring of 2008. We determined that the use of RD analyses would best suit
the data that we generated for this study.
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The validity of RD is dependent on meeting five assumptions (Trochim, 2007). First, the
cutoff score criteria have been consistently applied in assigning students to the condition and
comparison groups. In our study we used a standard cutoff score to determine inclusion into both
the treatment and control groups. Second, the statistical model applied to the data contains
sufficient terms to provide an unbiased estimate of the main and interaction effects. For this
study, we used a density test and by examining the continuity at pre-test were obtained and were
well within the range of acceptable to proceed with RD analysis. Third, there are a sufficient
number of observations in the comparison group to reliably estimate the pre and posttest
regression line. Our study did contain both pre and post-test observations that framed the data
collection timeframe. Fourth, subjects were chosen from a group with a continuous distribution
of pretest scores, thereby avoiding selection bias. And lastly, the PM intervention is provided to
the condition group in a uniform manner (i.e. equivalent sessions over the weeks for all
participants). Each of these assumptions has been attended to in the design and data analysis of
the within study.

Results of the regression discontinuity analyses are presented in the following figures by
outcome and grade level. To aid in the visual presentation of the results, these data used the
cutoff score which was determined from the mean PM DOREF score for students identified for
participation in our study at the fall benchmark from each grade. In order to find scores that are
not only statistically significant, but practically advantageous, the treatment group must have
significantly higher reading gains (DORF) than their counterparts in the control group. It is
generally considered difficult for an intervention to produce this type of reading gain at a
statistically significant level (Gersten & Dimino, 2006; Wilson et al., 2007). To ensure the most
rigorous cut score to determine the relative shift in group results, we used the mean DIBELS
score at each grade level from the fall benchmark to serve as the position from which we could
determine reading gains. In order to illustrate significant reading gains over an academic year
for the treatment group relative to the control group. The treatment group which had similar
pretest scores, must have significantly higher gains than the control group of students who had
similar pretest scores. The results suggest that the DIBELS posttest scores for the treatment

group increased at a higher rate than for the control group during the academic year.
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2" Grade Results
Figure 1. 2™ Grade DORF Effects.
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For students in the 2™ grade treatment group, fall-to-spring reading gains on the DORF
increased at a statistically significant rate than those scores of the control group (T= 7.55, p <
.00**). As shown in the scatterplot (Figure 1) the regression line is significantly different in

position on the x-axis and in slope to the line for the control group.
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3" Grade Results

Figure 2. 3" Grade DORF Effects.
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For students in the 3™ grade treatment group, fall-to-spring reading gains on the DORF as
evidenced by the posttest DORF scores increased at a statistically significant rate than those
scores of the control group (T=4.20, p <.00**). As shown in the scatterplot (Figure 2) the
regression line is significantly different on the x-axis and in slope to the line for the control

group.
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4™ Grade Results
Figure 3. 4™ Grade DORF Effects.
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For students in the 4™ grade treatment group, fall-to-spring reading gains on the DORF as
evidenced by the posttest DORF scores increased at a statistically significant rate than those
scores of the control group (T=2.25, p <.03*). As shown in the scatterplot (Figure 3) the
regression line is significantly different on the x-axis and in slope to the line for the higher
responder group. It is important to note that the analysis of the participants in 4™ grade revealed
the lowest differences in the gain scores, although they were still statistically significant.

Discussion

This evaluation reports the response to the PM reading intervention program of students
with SLD in reading who were below benchmark in their respective grade level reading
screening scores at the beginning of the academic year. Using a regression discontinuity design
the research team evaluated the performance at the end of the academic year of students with
SLD who received the same core reading instruction in the classroom and special education

services, but differed in only the delivery of an experimental intervention, PM.
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When comparing the ORF scores for each grade, all grade levels reported statistically
significant growth in overall reading proficiency when compared to students who did not receive
the PM intervention. Students in the treatment group reported the largest growth in second grade
and students in the treatment group in fourth grade reported the lowest growth rate, while all
were statistically significant. This effect can be best seen in the scatterplots presented. In each
grade-level scatterplot presented reveal a larger shift or discontinuity when plotted along the
control group of students who did not participate in the intervention. The group comparisons
suggest that for each grade, students in the treatment group in reading made significant progress
in their reading proficiency during the academic year over their control group peers who did not
receive the PM intervention.

These comparison results may suggest important outcomes for students with reading
disabilities who receive supplemental volunteer tutoring in reading during their instructional day
in addition to core + special education instruction. These students who are most in need of
support in reading development as evidenced by their identification as having a SLD in reading
showed significant progress after an academic year program of supplemental reading instruction
provided by trained volunteer tutors. This may suggest that the delivery of supplemental
instruction can be provided by trained volunteers who may not be professional intervention
specialists. An interesting question that may be a result of this evaluation can be, would the
format and delivery of the PM intervention by volunteer tutors constitute a special education, and
could the PM intervention be as effective if given in small group instruction versus one-on-one
delivery?

Implications for Practice

One practical implication emerging from this study is the need for schools and
communities to emphasize the potential benefits of utilizing a trained cadre of volunteer tutors
within their schools. This would assist educators and administrators emphasize educational
partnerships and cooperative associations with the community at-large that could invigorate
community involvement in their local schools. Another implication for practice lies in the notion
of supplemental reading programs that do not take the place of core instruction or special
education services can serve to support those services, this is extremely timely as populations of
students with disabilities continues to grow, and the ability for all educators to support those

students in effective and sustained one-one instruction becomes more difficult. While the results
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of this present study represent the outcomes for students with SLD in reading, the notion of one-
on-one volunteer tutoring could help students who struggle, yet are not identified, and can be
seen as helpful for all students who may need extra help learning new concepts.
Limitations

There are some limitations that are present in this evaluation. Our student participants
were selected from several school districts, but there was limited diversity in the population and
there was limited availability of urban students. We were able to utilize both benchmark and
growth data to differentiate the groups, but we did not have the benefit of developing a random-
control experimental design study that is optimal for intervention evaluation. To counter this
significant limitation we did utilize regression discontinuity design that the literature suggests is
robust in analyzing data without the requirement of random assignment of treatment and control
groups (Gersten & Dimino, 2006; Trochim, 2007; Vaughn et al, 2009). Future examination
using the standard criteria of experimental design while examining the PM intervention effects
for students with SLD in reading and students who struggle with reading development who do

not present with SLD could benefit all students in reading development.
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Abstract:

There is consistent evidence suggesting a strong association between parent
involvement and student success in school. Therefore, the need for teacher
preparation programs to equip pre-service teachers on strategies of working
with parents cannot be overlooked. This manuscript discusses a project which
assessed the extent to which pre service teachers in a teacher education course
gained a deeper understanding of parent involvement through real life
experiences working directly with families. The project was completed as part of
the requirements for a course offered for pre-service teachers working towards
their early childhood licensure. Activities undertaken in this project and the

The importance of parent involvement in children’s education is a
subject that continues to occupy center stage in our discussions today.
Research has consistently provided evidence of a strong association between
students' success in school and parents' involvement in children's education.
A review of research from the past 20 years presents positive and
convincing evidence that when families are involved in their children’s
learning in and out of school, the children do better in school, stay in school
longer, and like school more (Henderson & Mapp, 2002). In her analysis of
research concerning parental involvement in schools, Fullan (2001) notices
one general theme, “The closer the parent is to the education of the child,
the greater the impact on child development and educational achievement.”
Furthermore, empirical evidence shows that parental engagement is one of
the key factors in securing higher student achievement and school
improvement (Harris and Goodall 2008). The major notion of parent
involvement is that parents know what they want for their children and
therefore should be involved in the school. Thus the role of parents’

involvement in their children’s lives cannot be neglected.
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A recent review of early childhood literature (Harris et al. 2008) reinforces the finding
that engaging parents in schooling at an early stage leads to more positive engagement in the
learning processes. Moreover, education policies continue to encourage or mandate that schools
include goals related to parental involvement in their programs (Fields-Smith, 2005). For
instance, extensive parent involvement was introduced via Head Start in the 1960°s and 1970’s.
Head Start was designed particularly for disadvantaged families and its main philosophy was that
parents were equal partners with education professionals in children’s education and both parents
and teachers were considered to be experts on children with each bringing different levels of
expertise.

Goals 2000: Educate America Act (1994) brought the importance of parent involvement to the
forefront of school improvement initiatives mandating that every school will promote
partnerships that will increase parental involvement and participation in promoting the social,
emotional, and academic growth of children. No Child Left Behind (NCLB, 2002) initiative
ushered in new federal policies mandating that every school; district and state department of
education communicate effectively with all parents and the public at large about student
achievement. The legislation required schools to organize and implement programs to engage
families in their children’s education in ways that help students improve skills and achievements.
Other numerous opportunities that mandated parents to be involved included programs such as
Even Start, the Education of All Handicapped Children Act of 1975, most recently reauthorized
as Individuals with Disabilities Act, 2004.

Parent Involvement in Teacher Education Programs
Clearly, teacher preparation programs were challenged by this mandate which led few
teacher education programs to include formal coursework in parent involvement although
practicing teachers recognized the need for better preparation in this area (Chavkin and Williams,
1988). Becker and Epstein (1982) found that few elementary teachers attributed their family
engagement practices to formal pre service coursework. Hinz, Clarke and Nathan (1992) as
quoted in Flynn (2007), reported that more than half of the degree granting undergraduate

education programs in Minnesota failed to offer any course related to parent involvement for K-
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12 teacher candidates. Therefore, for many years, educators and researchers have puzzled over
how to prepare teachers to interact effectively with students’ families and diverse communities.

Rigorous standards for teacher preparation programs, licensure/certification and
professional practice ensure that teachers at all levels recognize that effective teaching depends
upon partnerships with children’s families. “Educators know about, understand and value the
importance and complex characteristics of children’s families and communities” (NAEYC, 2011,
p. 30). They are responsible for interacting with families in respectful ways that support student
learning; emotional and physical development and mental health (Standards for Ohio Educators,
2005).

Organizations dedicated to promoting and supporting excellence in education such as the
National Board for Professional Teaching Standards (NBPTS), and Ohio Standards for the
Teaching Profession (OSTP) have recognized and included standards of professional practice in
the area of school, family and community partnerships. Danielson’s (2013) Framework for
Teaching Evaluation Instrument launched a variety of tools that included focused attention to
development of family collaborations as part of teacher evaluation systems used by states to
make licensure decisions with Praxis III® and by school districts for professional development,
induction and mentoring with Pathwise® protocols and materials. All of these acknowledge the
value family and community involvement as integral components in the complex business of
teaching and learning. Effective teachers create learning environments in which parents and
families are active participants in the student’s learning.

Key program accreditation organizations including the National Council for
Accreditation of Teacher Education (NCATE) and the Interstate Teacher Assessment and
Support Consortium (InTASC) all of which are dedicated to quality assurance and accountability
of teacher preparation programs, have addressed the issue of school, family and community
partnerships to varying degrees in their standards. Moreover, Specialized Professional
Associations (SPAs) including the National Association for the Education of Young Children
(NAEYC) and the Council for Exceptional Children (CEC) have identified knowledge, skills and
dispositions related to parent, family and community connections in their standards for
professional practice. Knowing that parents provide the emotional, cultural and social supports
that are vital to children’s school success, educators often encourage beginning teachers to

ensure that parents are their allies in the task of teaching (Rohr & He, 2010). Therefore, the need
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for teacher preparation programs to train pre-service teachers on strategies of working with
parents cannot be overemphasized. This is especially important for early childhood pre-service
teachers as this is an essential ingredient for student learning and also parents have the right to
know what is happening in schools.

Knowing that parent involvement in schools is one topic dominating our discussions
today; teachers need to be equipped with ways to involve parents/guardians. Successful early
childhood education depends upon partnerships with children’s families and communities and
students prepared in early childhood degree programs understand and value the importance and
complex characteristics of children’s families and communities. They use this understanding to
create respectful, reciprocal relationships, support and empower families, and involve all families
in their children’s development and learning by focusing on the educational, social and cultural
aspects of home, school and community collaboration.

However, whether or not pre-service teachers will work to involve parents in the
classroom might ultimately depend on assumptions about parents in general and also how
prepared they are to make parental involvement a reality. A significant question for teacher
preparation programs is how to effectively address the issue of pre-service teachers’
preparedness for parental involvement. Rohr and He (2010) in Hiatt-Michael 2001 state that
several research studies have found that pre-service teachers receive little training regarding
parent involvement and interaction in their education programs. It is not surprising, therefore,
that novice teachers often report that they do not know how to effectively incorporate parents
into the classrooms once they are hired as in- service teachers.

In the next section of this paper, I discuss a project which aimed at assessing the extent to
which pre service teachers in a teacher education course gained a deeper understanding of parent
involvement through a real life experience opportunity where they worked directly with families.
The project was completed as part of the requirements for a course taken by early childhood pre-
service teachers working towards their early childhood licensure. The activities undertaken in

this project as well as the findings are discussed.
Methods and procedures

The project title was Family Engagement and Advocacy (FEA) Experience. Pre-service

teachers were partnered with an identified family of a preschool student with whom they
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engaged in communication for nine weeks during the semester. The goal of this activity was to
engage with families of young children, understand the goals for their children, and help to
support and enhance their relationship with the school. There were four parts to this project,
namely; teacher interview, in-class observation and mentoring, family correspondence and a
family fun night/festival.

First, the pre-service teachers conducted a short interview with the teacher to gain a
greater understanding of the student’s performance, interaction, and strengths in the classroom as
well as teacher-parent interaction. Teacher interview questions were developed as a class by the
pre-service teachers. The second part involved the pre-service teachers conducting in-class
observation and mentoring of the preschool children paying particular attention to the child’s
learning styles, interaction with peers, potential challenges, and overall success in the classroom
setting. The first one hour was spent observing the student from the observation booth. The next
nine hours were completed in nine, one hour long visits over a period of nine weeks. During
these nine one-hour long visits, the pre-service teachers and students worked on activities that
the pre-service teachers had prepared. These were put in folders that went back and forth
between home and school. Part three was the family correspondence. Parent/guardian contact
information was given to the pre-service teachers who were then required to communicate with
the families. They were expected to:

Write and send an introductory letter to the child’s family

Send home the child’s folder containing work to be done at home at least five times.
Arrange to have an informal interview/conversation with the child’s parents

Maintain contact with the child’s family via email or messages sent in the child’s folder
and

5. Send a “Thank You” letter to the family and invite them to the family fun night at the end
of the semester.

b=

This project took place at a pre-school in North East Ohio. Participants included fifty pre-
service teachers enrolled in the Child, Family and Community course. Fifty pre-school children
were randomly selected by the teachers and matched to the pre-service teachers. Prior to starting
the project, the course instructor sent a letter to all the families of the fifty children participating.

The letter read in part like this:
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Dear Parent/ Guardian or Caregiver:

We are pleased to inform you that you and your student have been selected to participate in an
exciting program aimed to strengthen and develop better relationships among parents, children and
schools!

In partnership with the Early Childhood Program, your child’s preschool center is offering our pre-
service teachers the opportunity to interact with the children and their families. The students will be
partnered with an identified family of a preschool student with whom they will engage in
communication during the semester. The goal of this activity is to engage with families of young
children, mentor a preschool child and work with families to understand their goals for their
children, as well as help, support and enhance their relationship with the school. As a family, you
and your preschooler will participate in the following activities:

a) FAMILY CORRESPONDENCE

The pre-service student will write and send an introductory letter to the child’s family
The pre-service teacher will send home a folder containing work done by the child and
the pre-service teacher (at least, work will be sent home five times)

. Parents are to return these folders to the child’s teacher on a weekly basis or as requested
by the pre-service teacher. Pre-service teachers will arrange to have an informal
interview/conversation with the child’s parents/guardians.

The pre-service teacher will send a “Thank You” letter to the family and invite them to
the  Spring Carnival.

b) STUDENT MENTORING

Your student will be mentored once a week for 9 weeks by a pre-service teacher
attending the University. During each hour-long session, your child will participate in
activities prepared by the pre-service teacher. These activities are both academic and fun
and are geared towards offering support to each student personally and academically. As
a parent/guardian, you will be able to see these activities in the folders that will be sent
home.

c) FAMILY NIGHT

At the conclusion of this pr« t (and family) will be invited to attend
our FAMILY NIGHT at yo event will be hosted by the pre-
service teachers forallthef. __ _ ___ _.ding this preschool. At this event, we

will have community organizations and local businesses that offer support services for
families with school-aged children, activities for you to do with your child, and resources
that will help you support your child to be successful in school! This will be a great
evening of activity, entertainment, food and fun!

We look forward to working with you and your student!

Name: xxx (Course Instructor)
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Findings and Discussion

Findings from this project reinforced the pre-service teachers’ understanding of the
importance of parent involvement in their children’s schooling and most importantly the
collaboration between parents and teachers. Secondly, it suggested the critical need for pre-
service teachers to understand and value a good relationship between themselves and parents of
the children that they will be teaching. Third, challenges of parent involvement was a factor that
became very clear to the pre-service teachers and finally, it was clear that the pre-service
teachers found this course project to be of great value to them as they prepare to pursue their
teaching career in future.

In most of our teacher preparation programs, the opportunity for pre-service teachers to
work directly with families is lacking in the curriculum. This is despite the fact that when they
enter the teaching force they are expected to have gained the skills to successfully interact and
involve parents in their classrooms. This truly suggests that when it comes to parents and
parental involvement in schools, we are asking a new generation of teachers to do a great deal in
the classroom. In this case therefore, this new generation of teachers must leave our teacher
education programs knowing how to effectively communicate with and involve parents of all
students (Rohr & He, 2010).

In his evaluation, one student summed up his thoughts this way:

“During the nine weeks I spent with the child and corresponding with his family, 1
learned a lot about family involvement and communication...this was the first time I have
ever been required to interact not just with the student but with their family in a direct

2

way.
Communication in parent involvement is critical. Epstein (1994) posits that parents are eager to
help their children if schools will help them understand what they should do. The kind of
information we send out to parents, the way we hold conversations with parents and any other
kind of interaction must be clear for all parents. One pre service teacher noted:
“... I learned that it is sometimes difficult to find just the right words to use when
telling them about their child. Even when I was not saying anything negative, 1
needed to be aware not to use slang terms. I do not think a teacher should use

slang terms in general but I felt especially strongly about using very clear
language with my student’s family because English was their second language.”
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Furthermore, another pre service teacher added that:

“I learned that you have to be clear in what you would like the parents to do. 1
know I would have gotten more activities completed with the family if I had asked
more directly for what needed to be done rather than ask in a manner that
allowed them to choose not to complete or return activities... I think it’s really
important for teachers to be very direct and concise about what they are
expecting families to do while still being very respectful”

Parents need to be updated on what their child is doing and on any in-class or school activities.
This makes them feel more involved and they would get a chance to know what is going on with
their child. Communication is very important. Without it, no one would know what is going on.
The parents would not know about their child’s school life and the teacher would not know about
the home life. It is important to keep this communication open and allow for the parents to be
involved, have an open door policy so they can come and visit and simply allow them to be a

part of their child’s education.

A myriad of circumstances may place families in situations that present challenges to
their ability to be involved in their children’s schooling and school activities. These may range
from work place demands i.e. having to work for long hours or sometimes conflicting schedules.
Furthermore, there are challenges associated with the family’s socioeconomic status, child care,
parent educational levels, inadequate language proficiency, a parent’s own previous negative
school experiences, family make up i.e. in cases of divorce, separation, children with disabilities
present in the home, families with incarcerated parents, and other diverse issues. All these among
many others will most likely play a vital role in the way families are going to be involved in their
children’s educational progress. A clear understanding of these social and economic issues is
crucial in maintaining strong teacher-family partnerships. The statements below sum up the
thinking of some pre-service teachers:

“...many family members work during the day so they are unable to come to the
classroom to participate in that manner and this does not mean they are uninterested in
their child’s education...

“...as a teacher, I learned a lot from this process...I learned that parents may be involved
but may just not have the time to communicate as much with the teacher...I recommend
that we do not judge a family before really getting to know them...you may have a
preconceived notion about them but you could be completely wrong...”
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Furthermore, rather than pointing to weaknesses in parental involvement, one teacher, who
participated in the teacher interviews seemed to see the high level of involvement of some
parents and the complete lack of involvement of other parents as a natural continuum or a matter
of fact. While this teacher would likely see it as positive if each learner's parents attended some
or all the available events, she understood that the home and work life of some parents prohibits
their involvement. She did not seem to label or speak negatively of these parents. Other teachers
pointed to a lack of resources (time, financial resources, and educational resources) as one reason
for the lack of involvement (both in school and at home) of some parents. These teachers do not
blame parents, but rather explain their circumstances as simply how things are for some parents.

Interaction with the children in the classroom and family night event was a powerful
experience for the pre-service teachers. One of them noted;

“...I learned from this experience that while family members may sometimes not be
willing to help in the classroom, they typically really enjoy getting to see their child’s
educational environment and meet with the child’s teacher during other school
events...”

Most of the pre-service teachers agreed that the opportunity to work with families
allowed them to learn the role that teachers have as mediators, specifically the role of
commitment. Coleman (2013) affirms that demonstrating a commitment to the family-teacher
relationships is one of the professional standards that teachers will be expected to demonstrate
and in fact, their commitment to children will in part be judged by their commitment to the
children’s families. We all agree that without a commitment to involving families in their
children’s educational experience, the children would not gain much success. As such, future
teachers should be passionate about conveying a strong sense of commitment to the students and
their family’s involvement. When teachers and families work together, the children are bound to
be more successful in their academic pursuits. The statements below were common among the
pre-service teachers:

“...this course project has made me realize how important family involvement is in the
school setting...the experience gave me a good idea of what it will be like communicating
with families and getting them involved...”

“...As a teacher, I will need to make sure I create a strong relationship with my students
and their families so that everyone can feel comfortable...these relationships are crucial
in helping the child create a bridge between school and home life...”
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In terms of involvement and knowledge, most of the pre-service teachers reported that the
parents were truly engaged and informed. They have a strong relationship with their children's
teachers and schools, and most importantly with their children. While not all parents can be this
involved and aware, some parents are a good example of a home-school connection that is likely
to provide for the needs of learners. Parents know their children well. They know their interests,
hobbies, and their strengths and weaknesses. They can talk about their children as though they
are their only focus and they understand the limitations on themselves and their children as they
all work to strengthen their weaknesses. In addition to knowing their own children, parents,
most often, know the school system quite well. They understand not only what their children
need as students, but also what the school expects of learners and parents. They have a grasp on
what teachers can need in the classroom, and what the school needs from parents in terms of
working with learners at home. It is quite obvious that parents are very committed to working
hard to ensure that their children get the best education that they can from whatever school they
attend and just as obvious and important is the fact that these parents allow their children to be
who they are.

From the teacher interview, the information gathered indicated that teachers perceive
parents as collaborators in their classrooms. The teachers seem to have a firm grasp on the issues
their learners face on a daily basis from basic needs not being met to their educational struggles
and triumphs. Teachers realize that they are not super heroes, but that they do in fact have an
impact on the learners in their care. They also have a clear idea of what each learner needs in the
classroom.

Teachers expressed how grateful they are to have parent help in their classrooms. They
value the contribution that parents and community members can make. They are not threatened
as professionals by parents being in or helping in the classroom. Their understanding of their
students' and their parents' needs and abilities likely helps to create a welcoming atmosphere in
which children are more likely to learn, and parents are more likely to engage in helpful and
encouraging activities with their own children. As they mentored the students one-on-one, the
pre service teachers came to fully understand the child and his/her learning styles. The back to
back communication with the parents via the folders sent home became the best channel for the

pre-service teachers to involve the parents in what the children were doing in the classroom.

33



34

Across the world, research continues to point to the importance of engaging parents,
families and communities in raising the educational aspirations and attainment of young people
(DEECD 2008). There is a wealth of evidence which highlights that parental engagement in
schooling positively influences pupil achievement and attainment (Desforges and Abouchaar
2003). Such evidence should be compelling enough to drive changes in the way teachers are
prepared. Most often than not, we are requiring that new teachers become innovative with new
ways of communicating and involving parents yet in most cases, their teacher education
programs have not prepared them in this way. As educators we have the responsibility to equip
our pre-service teachers with the skills they will need to succeed as they work with personnel in
their schools and the community and especially as they work with parents. This may require
revising our teacher preparation programs to align with the best practices in teacher-parent

partnerships.

In conclusion, I posit that parent engagement is a critical factor for every child’s
educational success. Without doubt, parental engagement in children’s learning makes a
difference and remains one of the most powerful school improvement levers that we have
(Harris & Goodall, 2008). Parents should be encouraged to be a part of their children’s
education and as such it calls for a strong team of educators who are committed to actually
make this happen. We know that pre-service teachers and novice teachers need to work
together with parents, however, for this relationship to be productive teachers need to be
confident in their abilities to involve parents. The building of such confidence needs to begin

at the teacher preparation stage.
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Upon completing higher education degrees, prospective teachers have met
competencies determined by individual states. Despite availability, graduates lack
skills to identify, apply for, and obtain desired teaching positions. While few have

Kettering, OH 45440 experience with résumé and interview techniques, others have limited knowledge
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Advice from mentors or current teachers has emphasized substitute
teaching in as many districts as possible, a foot-in-the-door strategy
employed by many recent graduates. Hart (2010) recommended substitute
teaching as one effective tool toward getting hired, providing the
opportunity to hone teaching skills and network with administrators. While
this strategy can be helpful with regard to networking, many weeks and
even months can pass before a long-term substitute position becomes
available or a job within a desired district opens. And of course the goal is
to focus on such a desired job, taking the most efficient and direct route as
possible. Why should graduates who spent a significant amount of time and
money on degree completion resign themselves to the idea that “I’1l take any

teaching job, anywhere”?
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LITERATURE REVIEW
In today’s competitive job market, simply having the desired qualifications is hardly enough.

This is true both inside and outside the field of education. According to Jacobson, as many as 500
job candidates might apply for a single teaching position in the Midwest (2011). She further
described how “A teaching certificate on its own isn’t enough to stand out in the current job market.
Young teachers need to bring more to the table if they want to attract the attention of bombarded
administrators and personnel directors” (Jacobson, 2011). English, Manton, & Walker (2005) noted
a discrepancy between what was emphasized by college instructors and what hiring professionals
sought. University courses emphasized skills, extracurricular activities, and references, while human
resources personnel rated these items lower in importance than relevant experiences and knowledge
in the field. Certainly it would be difficult for applicants to activate knowledge regarding job search
when such a gap exists between what has been taught them and what is required.

While some students work to complete a degree, others already with diplomas struggle to
advance beyond the application stage in the interviewing process. Although secondary education
programs have helped students gain content knowledge, graduates may not be considered career-
ready. Gysbers described, for example, how multi-faceted job applicants must be in order to gain a
competitive edge, with knowledge in both the theoretical and philosophical sides of the field (2013).
Young professionals will also need to possess experience and have insight into future possibilities
within the field.

The focus shifts from creating a résumé that leads to an interview, to making one’s learnings
and qualifications visible to potential employers. Branding oneself in such a way that highlights
one’s knowledge, skills, and experiences on a résumé can illustrate one’s qualifications in a
convincing way that speaks to employers (Morgan, 2011). How can teachers prepare themselves for
such a demand, developing necessary skills, gaining experience, and acquiring knowledge that is
marketable and valuable, and ultimately making them more hirable? A combination of focusing on
past knowledge and identifying gaps in experience can aid in the job search process (Fry, 2014).
The next section will focus on both tangible products and processes for increasing applicants’
success in obtaining employment regardless of school district or age level.

Locating teaching jobs is significantly less difficult than acquiring a position. According to

Ayers and Senne, “Using Google to search for teaching jobs yields over 20 million hits. While all of

OJTE - Fall 2015




OJTE - Fall 2015

the Internet has become in the hiring process” (2011). However, being qualified is often not enough
to secure the teaching jobs identified in a search engine because of the large number of equally-
qualified and certified candidates. According to Jacobson, “Young teachers need to bring more to
the table than a teaching certificate if they want to attract the attention of bombarded administrators
and personnel directors” (2011, p. 19).

In this age of technology, candidates have the added difficulty of appearing qualified,
personable, and standing out from the crowd using only online applications, email, and electronic
portfolios. Principals in hiring districts often have specific criteria that must be met to hire a teacher
with explicit knowledge and skills, in addition to someone with an intrinsic motivation to continue to
grow and improve. Kersten stated that for a candidate “to be successful in the job hunt, it is helpful
to understand how school districts and principals recruit candidates for available positions.
Principals in Illinois rated the district web site and job fairs as primary sources of applicants,
followed by a University placement center (2008). In some instances, entire counties offer a
standard cover letter and application site to be utilized for all public school districts.

How can prospective teachers stand out in a system designed for uniformity and with such a
large applicant pool? Understanding how the system works is vital in this application process and is
a first step many applicants overlook. In general, applicants should know how electronic job
application processes work. Researchers have sought to establish baseline empirical data about
acceptable and preferred résumé content and charted trends over two decades (Hutchinson & Brefka,
1997). Methods for this field of study are consistent: Researchers survey managers, job recruiters,
university professors, and students to determine preferences for résumés, including type, style, and
delivery method. Hutchinson and Brefka summarized key factors that eliminate candidates from the
interview pool. Other studies included a vague list of suggested strategies for applicants, including
increasing field experience and adapting a résumé for a specific job (Balachandran & Blair, 2007;
Shullery, Ickes, & Shullery, 2009). While this list contained some valuable information, a
comprehensive guide for teachers was lacking.

Methodology

What does the aforementioned literature mean for prospective teachers? First, they should
understand that “principals...want teachers who present themselves as hard workers with a strong
work ethic. They prefer to hire teachers who are highly self-motivated, enthusiastic, and energetic as

well as willing to invest the time and energy necessary to make a difference both with students and
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in the school” (Kersten, 2008, p. 364). Utilizing a carefully drafted résumé and a succinct cover
letter, as well as understanding common interviewing practices, can help teachers transition from
“prospective” to “employed” educators.

Application

Many hiring districts have required online application due to ease of access for applicants
and the large candidate pools. Understanding how to dissect the wording and phrasing in a job
description a job description included on a school district website or similar site that includes a
large number of available positions with the application can provide candidates with critical insight
into what a school needs. Figure 1 includes a sample job description, outlining both the skills
required for the position and the knowledge essential for success. In an indirect way, schools are
emphasizing the values, skills, and knowledge that are important within the school community and
what characteristics are desired in a candidate. To be successful in a large pool of applicants, a
prospective teacher who can use the language found in the job description is someone who has
completed an imperative step in the application process.

An online application typically includes several required forms and paperwork, including a
résumé, cover letter, letters of recommendation, and a copy of one’s teaching certificate. According
to Ayers and Senne, “the application and support materials are often the only information a school
has about the candidate. Mistakes can be costly. Given the current economy and hiring limitations
that have made job searches ultra-competitive, it cannot be overstated that developing and
submitting clear, clean, and classy documents is essential” (2011, p. 19). These authors also suggest
creating a checklist to ensure all required materials are submitted. Creating this checklist could be
incorporated in a cover letter format, shown below in Figure 2. This sample letter succinctly
illustrates how a candidate meets the requirements and includes all necessary materials for
application in a manner that makes a hiring professional’s job easier. Often referred to as an
executive summary, this cover letter highlights key knowledge and skills the candidate possesses,
but it also guides the applicant to acknowledge separate parts of the checklist. The first paragraph
includes how the candidate identified the open position, providing an opportunity to include the
names of people the applicant may know within the school. This also allows the applicant to show
that he or she has knowledge about the school’s mission and community. These details demonstrate

that the candidate researched the school and invested time and energy into the application.
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One mistake teacher candidates often make is creating a generic cover letter and résumé, not
one specific to the individual school. Just as applicants do not want to be placed in a pile of
interchangeable applicants, hiring schools do not want to be just one more school in a group of
many. One suggested strategy to avoid this is to personalize the cover letter to include the name of a
secretary or principal within the specific school, tailoring the résumé to each individual job
description:

Creating a bank of cover letters and application information can be a helpful

approach to streamlining the application process. One caution about creating

such a collection is to back up these data in more than one place. Losing all the

application materials developed for that first teaching position could be an

expensive and time-wasting lesson (Ayers & Senne, 2011, p. 20).
A résumé is considered by many to be a living document that is constantly growing and changing. It
is important for candidates to adjust the focus of the résumé for the type of teaching position for
which they are applying.

In prior literature, little insight is given to the résumé drafting process. Key advice for
applicants would include three areas of focus: order, measurability, and relevancy. Figure 3
emphasizes these areas of focus based on the job description provided in Figure 1. Regarding order,
Schullery, Ickes, and Schullery (2009) suggest a chronological résumé to outline key experiences,
when the experience occurred, and what skills were required for the job. These authors also suggest
using a word-processed document, as opposed to a web-based or scanned résumé as it is easy to
read, user friendly, and printed at the will of the receiver.

Measurability is a critical element often overlooked by applicants, both in the field of
education and in the field of business in general. Schools are looking for qualified candidates with a
variety of experiences. For example, the job description states the ideal candidate will be required to
“plan, prepare, and deliver instructional activities.” A candidate who wishes to show that she or he
has experience with this might include a previous work experience in which this action occurred.
The savvy candidate will include how often these instructional activities were created and how many
students were involved in the process. Figure 4 shows a comparison of common phrases used in
résumés and the more easily measurable versions of the same statements. A candidate can show
how much of an expert he or she is by using more succinct and precise language.

Relevancy is another benefit of tailoring a résumé to a specific hiring district. The résumé

can include teaching experience or skills aligned with the job description, showing thought and
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attention to detail. Candidates can also utilize a portfolio of experiences to further emphasize how
they obtained skills and knowledge. According to Sivakumaran, Holland, & Heyning, “an increasing
number of universities across the country are adopting the pre-service teaching portfolio as an
integral part of teacher education programs” (2010, p. 2). These authors found that teaching
certificate hiring agents, though not required, would review applicant portfolios when available.
These agents preferred contents to include the following: a résumé, recommendations, lesson plans,
artifacts illustrating teaching philosophy, and academic transcripts. Mosely (2005) also describes
how “more and more states now require demonstration in a teaching portfolio of an acceptable level
of proficiency on a set of externally defined teaching standards as part of the initial teaching
licensure process” (p. 58). Keeping a portfolio in mind and thinking ahead to the interview, a
candidate can draft a résumé that highlights experiences, thus gaining a competitive edge.

An important piece of advice for applicants, specifically young professionals applying for
their first teaching position, is to step outside of the virtual realm. Many hiring professionals, while
using electronic application processes, appreciate candidates who add a personal, human touch to the
process. Note in Figure 2 how the final paragraph states, “Follow-up within one week’s time is to be
expected.” Researchers “strongly recommend that applicants remember that many of the folks
involved in the hiring process are not in their 20s and often appreciate that extra ‘personal touch’ of
a phone call to confirm receipt of submitted materials instead of an email message” (Ayers & Senne,
2011). Stating this in the executive summary/cover letter shows that the candidate is actively
pursuing the job posted, instead of passively applying to a large number of schools.

Interview

In preparation for an interview, candidates can create a portfolio to guide the conversation
with examples that support experiences relevant to the position available. While some students opt
to create an electronic portfolio, the medium used to document and illustrate learning is not as
important as the content. Typically, “a portfolio is generally characterized by depth of learning” and
“teaching portfolios in pre-service teacher education can be used as a way of encouraging student
teachers to document and describe their skills and competence as a teacher” (Mosely, 2005, p. 59).
An increasing number of university programs are requiring students to create a portfolio as an
integrated element of the curriculum. Clement (2006) describes how teaching portfolios are

common now:
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A good portfolio is short and clear, with six to eight examples that showcase
your work. Include a lesson plan, a classroom management plan, some
student work (with names removed), a newsletter sent to parents, an outline of
a unit plan or syllabus, a few pictures that will help you explain how you set
up a classroom, and perhaps a certificate or award received. Employers
don’t say, ‘show me your portfolio,” but you should use it as a visual aid when
you answer questions. (p. 117)
The portfolio could be described to some as a professional version of show and tell, giving
interviewees an opportunity to tell about key experiences with the evidence to show how they
happened. Using a portfolio skillfully within a conversation can underline one’s preparedness,
making connections between a hypothetical conversation and the practical application of desired
skills.

In a highly competitive environment with a large number of qualified candidates,
interviewers typically skip over the traditional getting-to-know-you questions and focus instead on
carefully worded, multi-faceted questions. Typical questions posed in interviews are considered to
be behavior-based, focusing on what a candidate may do in a specific scenario. When responding to
these questions, a candidate is expected to answer how she or he would respond in the scenario
described. These questions are used because an interviewer can gain insight into someone’s
experience and a sense of whether that candidate is suitable for a specific teaching environment.
Analyzing how a candidate responds to these questions based on behaviors and actions can be
predictors of future job performance (Clement, 2009). Such questions can focus on classroom
management, lesson planning, communication with families, or collaboration with colleagues, and
they can help interviewers ascertain the level of a candidate’s professionalism.

Two key pieces of advice identified in the literature relate to appearance and preparedness.
According to Kersten, “principals identified personal appearance as one of the two most common
reasons that candidates were unsuccessful. Casual or distracting dress, unkempt clothing and
appearance, gum chewing, and revealing clothing were mentioned most often....those who were
unprepared hindered their employment success” (2008, p. 365). The old adage of “dressing for the
job you want” applies in this sense: Candidates who look like they may fit in with the school
environment are more likely to be perceived as qualified for a job. All the details in preparing for
the interview, including dress and portfolio preparation, give candidates a personal brand separating
oneself from the generic group of other qualified candidates. Another way to stand apart from the

crowd involves having a question prepared for the interviewer. Often, at the close of an interview,
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the candidate will be asked “Do you have any questions for me/us?” Not having a question prepared
may make a candidate seem aloof or less invested in the school. A candidate’s having a question
about the future as a school employee illustrates how that candidate envisions himself or herself as
part of the team, as though that candidate has thought through the future within the school. Some
recommended questions focus on professional development opportunities or tools available for new
hires (Clement, 2008), rather than on salary or benefits associated with the job.

Discussion
Understanding the elements of a teaching job description and the tools helpful in obtaining

these jobs are often not taught explicitly in teacher education programs. Strategies described in this
article are intended to support candidates in their search for the job desired, not just any job for
which one’s qualifications match. Many applicants utilize the Internet to identify available jobs and
use social networking sites to support the process. However, networking is a key differentiator.
Brown (2013) has contrasted the process of branding to generic prescriptions in grocery stores,
describing how there is nothing fundamentally wrong with generic brands, but that these versions
lack branding to get noticed on the shelf. In a competitive job market, “a generic person is someone
who may be perfectly nice, intelligent and talented, but has not made any effort to stand out”
(Brown, 2013, p. 8). Standing out from a pool of highly qualified candidates can be as simple as
hand-delivering a résumé occasionally substitute teaching in the district, or just generally meeting
people within the district.

It is helpful for job candidates to remember the following advice: “The old saying ‘It’s not
what you know, it’s who you know’ contains an element of truth when it comes to career
development strategy. This phrase refers to the banding together of like-minded people for the
purpose of professional development, and it simply refers to ‘networking’” (Ismal & Rasdi, 2007, p.
53). There is no substitute for prospective teachers’ meeting people who can support them
professionally and pass their names along when a position opens up. It is also important to
“remember that references are used to provide information about a candidate’s professional
preparation, skills, and experiences. As such, the selection of people who can speak to these
attributes is essential” (Ayers & Senne, 2011, p. 20). Thus a strategic plan of action in actively
pursuing a job involves thought and preparation in a competitive environment. Knowing the rules of
the game and understanding how to stand apart from the pack can translate directly into

employment.
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Figure 1

1) Responsibilities:
Duties of this job include, but are not limited to:

A. Teachesreading, language arts, social stadies, mathematics, science, art, health,
physical education, and music to students in a classroom, utilizing course of study
adopted by the Board of Education, and other appropriate learning activities.

B. Instructs students in citizenship and basic subject matter.

C. Develops lesson plans and instructional materials hnd provides individualized hnd
small group instruction in order to adapt the curriculum to the needs of each student.

D. Uses a variety of instruction strategies, such ai inquiry, group discussion, lecture, I
discovery, etc.

E. Translates lesson plans into learning experiences so as to best utilize the available
time for instruction.

FlEstablishes and maintains standards of student behavior lleeded to achieve a
functional learning atmosphere in the classroom.

G. Evaluates students” academic and social ggow;l_ll keeps appropriate records, and

prepares progress reports.

H. Communicates with parents fhrongh conferences and other means to discuss
students’ progress and interpret the school program.

L tdentiﬁes student needs and cooperates with other professional staff membersin
assessing and helping students solve health, attitude, and learning problems.

2) Qualifications:

aJBachelor’s degree of related subject

b. Texadteaching certificate.

¢. Experience 1s preferred but not necessary for hiring.

from accredited university
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Jane Doe

987 Main St. * Smallville, MI 00000 ¢ jane.doe@email.com * (555) 123-4567

Dear Mrs. Smith,

The intent of this letter is to express my interest in the open position for an elementary school teacher
at Generic Elementary School. Ms. Sally Jones informed me of a Kindergarten teaching position available in
your district. Thank you for your consideration for this opportunity to teach within a district which sets a high
standard of excellence and has received the highest possible ratings from 2012-2015.

Qualifications

How Qualifications are Met

Bachelor’s Degree in
Elementary Education

Teaching Certificate

Develops Lesson Plans
and Instructional
Materials

Communicates with
Parents

Evaluates Students’
Academic and Social
Growth

Maintains Professional
Competence

BA in Elementary Education, with minors in Math, Language Arts and
Early Childhood, University of Michigan

Elementary Education Certification

Early Childhood, Middle School Math, Middle School Language Arts
endorsements

Planned and implemented daily project work based on a project-based
philosophy

Established digital lesson plan book utilized by 18 staff members using
GoogleDocs

Created daily documentation and monthly newsletters to email to
families

Utilized classroom website to communicate classroom needs for 28
families

Assessed 32 children using Guided Reading and Creative Curriculum
standardized assessment

Developed print and electronic portfolios for 28 parent-teacher
conferences

Member, National Association for the Education of Young Children

Attended Michigan Association for the Education of Young Children,
2014

All items requested have been enclosed. I follow up within a week’s time for receipt of this
application. Thank you for your consideration.

Sincerely,

Jane Doe

OJTE - Fall 2015
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Figure 3
Jane Doe
987 Main St. * Smallville, MI 00000 ¢ jane.doe@email.com * (555) 123-4567
Experience
Student Teaching 2014

Kindergarten, Typical Elementary School

* Planned daily lesson plans for 32 children aligned with a project-based curriculum

* Designed one month-long discovery-based unit guided by 32 individual goals and IEPs

* Implemented small group literacy-focused lesson plans for 32 children

* Differentiated instruction for 32 children in collaboration with cooperating teacher and therapist
* Assessed 32 children using Guided Reading and Creative Curriculum standardized assessment
* Generated 32 print and electronic portfolios illustrating student growth and progress

» Utilized electronic portfolios and standardized assessments for 28 parent-teacher conferences
* Participated in a 3 hour handwriting workshop and integrated support strategies

* Established digital lesson plan book utilized by 18 staff members using GoogleDocs

* Utilized classroom website to communicate classroom needs for 28 families

* Created daily documentation and monthly newsletters to email to families

Reading Methods Practicum 2013
Second Grade, Park Elementary School

* Observed 28 students in a 2™ grade classroom 3 hours each week

* Developed tutoring lesson plans for 3 students over the course of 6 weeks

* Analyzed veteran teacher’s weekly lesson plans regarding readers’ workshop instruction

* Watched 8 individual student Guided Reading assessments

* Drafted 4 lesson plans for 28 students focusing on direct reading instruction

* Supervised 10 students in a special education classroom 3 hours weekly

Memberships and Professional Development

¢ Student Member, National Association for the Education of Young Children 2012-Present
¢ Attended Michigan Association for the Education of Young Children annual conference 2014

Education and Certifications

The University of Michigan Graduated 2014
Ann Arbor, Michigan

* Bachelor of Arts in Early Childhood Education with High Distinction

* Certifications: Elementary Education, Early Childhood, Language Arts and Mathematics

47



48

Figure 4

non-specific measurable

Develops lesson plans and instructional materials

Planned and implemented daily lesson plans for 32
Responsible for planning lessons children aligned with a Reggio Emilia-inspired
curriculum

Uses a variety of instruction strategies, such as inquiry, group discussion, lecture, discovery, etc.

Differentiated instruction for 32 children in an inclusive
Wrote lesson plans using different teaching environment utilizing whole group, small group, inquiry
methods and center-based instruction strategies guided by
individual goals and IEPs

Evaluates students’ academic and social growth

Assess children’s developmental levels using 2 Assessed 32 children annually using Guided Reading and
standardized assessment Creative Curriculum standardized assessments

Communicates with parents

Developed 32 print and electronic portfolios illustrating
Participated in parent-teacher conferences student growth and progress utilized for 2 parent-
teacher conferences

Maintains professional competence

Participated in a 3 hour handwriting workshop and
Attended professional development meetings integrated support strategies identified in training
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Abstract:

Executive functions are defined as the ability to apply complex skills including
planning, organization and abstract problem solving. In addition, cognitive flexibility,
time management and self- monitoring are also included. As children progress
beyond preschool, they are expected to apply these skills at an increasingly complex
level. This can be especially challenging for children with disabilities in inclusive
settings. This article explores the concept of executive functioning in young children
and suggests strategies to support their development thus increasing academic and
social development.

Increasingly, young children with disabilities are being served in
inclusive environments and the least restrictive environment is defined as
within the general education setting. While inclusion emphasizes the need
to educate students with disabilities in the regular educational setting, it is
much more than just the physical placement of a student with disabilities in
this setting (Allen & Cowdery, 2009). Inclusion truly is a dynamic and fluid
process that creates a learning environment in which all children can
optimally learn those skills expected of them.

Part of education in the least restrictive setting includes access to

testing and assessment. The past several years have seen an increased

emphasis on accountability for schools and educators and this accountability
has been defined as the performance of students on high stakes testing. The
teacher’s ability to teach academic content is then also assessed from the
students’ performance on these measures. Therefore, assessment has
become high stakes for all involved. Concerns have been raised regarding
this emphasis upon group testing and the potential consequences for
children and educators. In addition, it is of concern that the curriculum is
developmentally appropriate and accommodations are implemented as

needed for children with disabilities
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Teacher education, charged with preparing teacher candidates who demonstrate skills
with academic content, pedagogy and dispositions should be afforded a curricula which remains
current and relevant for the preschool teacher. One of the results of the increased emphasis on
accountability and high stakes tests is the demand on academic skills at the kindergarten level
(Miller & Almon, 2009). No longer is kindergarten considered a time for play and socialization.
Rather, there is a focus on core executive functions needed to succeed with learning. Executive
functions include skills such as planning, organizing, time management, working memory,
metacognition, response inhibition, self-regulation of affect, task initiation, flexibility, and goal-
directed persistence (Dawson & Guare, 2004) which result in purposeful, goal directed
behaviors that impact cognitive functioning, emotional regulation, behavior, and social
interaction (Salt & Redshaw, 2006; Ciccantelli & Vakil, 2011). These skills become critical for
success with both learning and test taking.

While these complex executive functions may provide a challenge to many young
children, they are especially challenging to young children with disabilities who struggle with
social and academic situations at the informal level and more formal level in the inclusive
kindergarten classroom. Young children with mild disabilities such as autism, attention deficit
disorder with hyperactivity, specific learning disorders, and emotional disturbances struggle with
skills involving planning, organization and abstract thinking. Other children may not meet the
criteria for an identified disorder; however, nonetheless have an area of relative need with

executive functioning (Hosenbocus & Chahal , 2012). Difficulty with executive functions

relative to the child’s age level may result in additional barriers both with academic tasks and
with social interactions. Children who tend to respond impulsively, have difficulties with
memory, flexibility, time management and other skills related to executive functioning are at
significant risk as they begin their formal school experiences. They appear disorganized,
inattentive, forgetful, impulsive, and lagging behind peers in initiating and completing tasks, and
tend to have an underdeveloped sense of awareness of time and space, have trouble multitasking,
and may have difficulty with written or verbal expression (Krumm et al, 2008; Ciccantelli &
Vakil, 2011). Those in inclusive settings may be additionally disadvantaged as these are specific
skills expected of all children at grade level and beyond. School activities become more

structured with a larger number of students in the classroom thus making executive functioning
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important for academic and social success. For the child who has needs in this area, they may
potentially fall farther behind or be unable to demonstrate their skills on formal assessments

administered in group settings.

Assessment of Executive Functions

Referrals for assessment generally result from parents’ or teacher observations of elevated
levels of impulsivity, reports of decreased concentration, increased distractibility, difficulty
modulating emotional responses and bringing excessive responses to situations, and an
inability to plan or stay on task. At times, the referral may be to a pre-referral or
Intervention Assistance Team in the school setting. If these strategies are ineffective, a
referral for eligibility for a suspected disability may occur. In other instances, the parent
may pursue an evaluation for the presence of a possible attention-deficit hyperactivity

disorder through a physician.

The first step in effective intervention is obtaining an accurate assessment of executive
dysfunctions which can be a challenge for the educational team. Initially, the team should
carefully describe the problematic behaviors and how they are impacting learning. The
comprehensive assessment should include norm referenced, criterion referenced assessments and
observation. In addition, it is important to gather background information from
parents/caregivers and teachers. It must be remembered that there is no specific recognized
“executive functioning disorder” with defined and research based criteria. Therefore, this is
likely often part of another disorder such as attention-deficit disorder or a specific learning
disorder. In addition, there are recognized disorders such as post-traumatic stress disorder as a
result of abuse or other mental health issues that may appear as a problem with executive
functioning when in fact, the etiology is something different. It is possible that the parents or
teachers may be unfamiliar with the often difficult, yet typical, range of behaviors which young
children demonstrate. It is also possible that the parents or teachers experience personal stress,
which may result in inconsistent rules, daily routines, or disciplinary procedures; therefore, it
becomes very important of the evaluation team or Response to Intervention Team to carefully
consider a variety of alternative explanations before concluding that executive functions are of

concern (Welton, Vakil, & Schwartz, 2004). If executive functioning is an area of concern, it
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must be determined how it is impacting learning and which, if any, specific disability category is
applicable.

The educational team members’ familiarity with the concept of executive functions and
their role in learning and socialization is critical. There are often complex issues surrounding
executive dysfunctions and the subsequent intervention, and often the risk for team members and
test interpretation is placing emphasis on either the individual areas of strength or weakness of
the child rather than describing the child as a whole. In addition, because there is no recognized
“executive function disorder” there is the possibility of these specific areas being considered
simply as part of the acknowledged overarching disorder rather than a set of discreet difficulties
requiring assistance. In general, assessment of young children is less reliable and less valid due
to their young age (Carter, Briggs-Gowan, & Davis, 2004). Because many of the difficulties with
executive functioning are often attributed to lack of maturation and development, it is important
to continually assess the child in those skills expected of typically developing children of the
same age. Development of young children occurs rapidly, so the team should consider
development in terms of ranges of months rather than years. For example, if the child is the
youngest child in a preschool class, it is very possible that the observed differences are a function
of the child’s young age rather than a specific difficulty with executive functions. On the other
hand, if the child’s ability to plan, organize and inhibit inappropriate behavior is outside of the
range of other children of a similar age, then it is possible that this child is at risk. It is critical
that the evaluation team recognize the interactive nature of young children’s learning and
development with the appropriate level of executive functioning. Therefore, team members must
carefully review and share well-articulated explanations of all areas assessed, pace the meeting
slowly, and frequently check with all team members for clarification and questions (Carter,
Briggs-Gowan, & Davis, 2004).

In order to facilitate a valid assessment, The National Association for the Education of
Young Children and the Council for Exceptional Children’s Division for Early Childhood
recommends that assessing executive functions in young children be authentic and if possible in
the natural environment which is where children spend time and includes the activities and

routines in which they participate (http://www.dec-sped.org/recommendedpractices). Authentic

assessments should be ongoing, purposeful and used to determine intervention. The use of

authentic assessment settings can also facilitate reliable and valid comparisons of the child
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relative to similar age ranged peers. It is especially important that the child be observed relative
to other children of a similar age range as developmental issues can impact the behavior
demonstrated by a given child. For example, if a young child is placed in a program in which a
large number of children have been retained, that child may appear to have difficulties in these
areas compared to peers when in actuality; it is simply that the peers are chronologically much
older. The assessment should involve multiple sources of information including observations,
informants, checklists and rating skills to form a holistic view of the child (Grisham-Brown,
Hemmeter & Pretti-Frontczak, 2005). Parents and others familiar with the child may be used as
informants. It is imperative to observe patterns of behavior across settings and in order to
determine whether the child’s difficulties are actually beyond the range that one would expect of

a typical young child.

Response to Intervention

Early identification and intervention of children with learning problems has long been
acknowledged as an important proactive, preventative strategy and supports the need for early
assessment of children’s functioning, rather than focusing on a diagnosis or medical condition to
guide instruction and interventions (Burns, Jacob & Wagner, 2008). This is especially true for
young children when reliable and valid identification of a disorder is often difficult. Research
suggests that young children’s behavior and socio-emotional functioning can be significant
predictors of their skills in behavior and mental health outcomes in later years, there is a strong
correlation between a students’ classroom behaviors and academic achievement, and the rapid
change in motor proficiency and executive functions takes place in the early childhood years
(Ciccantelli & Vakil, 2011; Elliott et al, 2007; Livesey et al, 2006).

Response to Intervention (RTI) is the practice of providing high-quality instruction and
interventions matched to student need and monitoring progress frequently to make decisions
about changes in instruction or goals, and applying data to inform important educational
decisions. These core practices interact continuously, increasing in intensity as students’ progress
through the multi-tiered system to optimize learning while reducing behavioral challenges
(Cummings, Atkins, Allison & Cole, 2008). Effective RTI starts with assessments where data
accurately reflects ecological decisions including instruction. Assessments which are precise,

frequently used and sensitive to the specific executive needs of young children are used with
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increasing intensity as the demands of young children with executive dysfunctions escalate
(Ysseldyke, Burns, Scholin & Parker, 2010). Embedded within the multi-tiered framework for
the RTI model are interventions and supports validated by research, delivered in a timely manner
and designed to match learner needs with instructional strategies that fosters their skills and
abilities. RTI requires both general and special education teachers to collaborate to monitor
student progress through curriculum-based assessments (Smith & Tyler, 2010).

Interventions

The crucial role of executive function processes begins in the early years before
kindergarten, and increases as students’ progress through their school years where they are
expected to apply complex skills that involve summarizing, note-taking and writing. Academic
success depends on their ability to plan, organize and prioritize tasks, materials and information,
separate main ideas from details, think flexibly, memorize content and monitor their own
progress (http://www.ncld.org/images/content/files/executive-function-101-ebook.pdf).

One component of the executive functions and a key factor that influences children’s
ability to learn is working memory which allows persons to hold something in their mind and
manipulate it to complete a task-a skill and is essential to school success. For children with
executive dysfunctions the demands on working memory is incredibly challenging (Ciccantelli &
Vakil, 2011). Children with memory problems appear distractible in that they may lose focus due
to forgetting task expectations. In addition, intervention strategies addressing attention,
distractibility, work quality, work completion and problem solving should be initiated at the
earliest possible time to support time management, space and materials. Listed below are some

of the challenges faced in schools (http://www.ncld.org/types-learning-disabilities/executive-

function-disorders/executive-functioning-strategies-success-teaching-students). Specifically,

children with executive functioning difficulties may:

« struggle with open-ended tasks (e.g., organizing their calendars) because they are
unable to prioritize and organize the various steps; have difficulty shifting between
different aspects of the task (e.g., switching from outlining to writing, from one
academic subject to another, or from calculating a math fact to checking the answer);

« over-focus on the details, ignoring the bigger picture;

« struggle to take notes or to outline because they lose track of the main ideas;

* have difficulty checking their work without structure or guidance;

+ forget to hand in completed work.
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In addition, it is important that teachers and parents understand that executive functions do need
specific strategies. Because of the nature of a deficit with executive functioning as described
above, the child may be described by an unknowledgeable educator as “immature or lazy”. In
addition, retention may be recommended as a solution. It has long been recognized that retention
is an ineffective strategy for academic or social improvement (Jimerson, Woehr, and Kaufman,

2007).

Direct Instruction

Children with executive dysfunctions do not generally learn incidentally, and direct
instruction must be used to augment any teaching strategy; therefore, serving to scaffold future
learning. Though early childhood educators question that direct instruction is developmentally
appropriate for young children and should only be used on a limited basis, its effectiveness as an
intervention strategy in teaching children executive skills cannot be understated (Raver, 2009).
Strategies to support learning and help children with executive dysfunctions should be linked
directly to the curriculum, and taught explicitly. They should be taught in a structured,
systematic ways which include teacher modeling and opportunities for extensive practice
(Meltzer, 2011). The focus of direct instruction should include task analysis, where executive
function skills are broken into various successive steps and taught incrementally. Rather than
providing direct instruction of executive functions in isolated special education classroom, where
the emphasis is placed on the types of stimuli and prompts provided, direct instruction should be
embedded in the natural environment where young children learn through authentic experiences

throughout the day (Raver, 2009).

Cognitive Behavior Modification

Students with executive dysfunctions often struggle with generalizing or discrimination
conceptual information which results in problems regarding self-regulation and problem solving.
The focus of cognitive behavior management is the premise that language and reflective thinking
affects the thought process as well as socialization. A combination of cognitive strategies and
applied behavior analysis (ABA) should be the focus of the intervention used to teach young
children with executive dysfunctions to monitor and regulate their thought processes effectively

In this approach, the teacher models his or her thinking process by verbally self-instructing
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when performing a task, and young children listen and perform the same task by imitating
instructions modeled and spoken (Henley, Ramsry & Algozzine, 2009: Olson & Platt, 2000).
Supports

Because their ability to focus their attention varies, young children, especially those
with executive dysfunction, benefit from intentional supports in the curriculum and
environment. A variety of educational accommodations may be implemented which
address these concerns and support the child. Organizational and time management
strategies, facilitating understanding of task completion, shortening lessons, and use of
computers and media may all be beneficial for the child. Time management is especially
important and young children may have difficulty with telling time or understanding time
as a concept. Therefore, visual aids such as egg timers that do not require specific
understanding of the concept of time and reading a clock may be especially helpful. It may
also be helpful to provide specific activities that will assist the child in comprehension of
how long they may have to finish an assignment or when an activity is completed. These
are complex skills and may be difficult for some children, especially those with disabilities.

Supports may be provided in the materials, classroom activities, and classroom
routine to maximize participation and make learning accessible to students with executive
dysfunctions. Providing routine and consistency, supplementing oral directions with written or
visual cues, social stories, reviewing the school day/daily schedule and provide a visual schedule
or calendar of the day are all supports that assist young children with executive dysfunctions
make sense of their day. Additionally, support can be provided by preparing specific adaptations
unique to the child’s needs ahead of time, arranging grouping of children, and creating
uncluttered work spaces so that children with executive dysfunctions are not further
disadvantaged (Ciccantelli & Vakil, 2010).

Understanding the connection between executive function and academic achievement can
greatly assist the early childhood educator with more effectively and efficiently addressing the
needs of all children, even those challenged by deliberate, goal-directed thought and actions. In
addition, it may also serve to improve an understanding of disorders such as attention deficit

hyperactivity disorder as well as other disability classifications.
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There have been many in teacher education who have opined over
the lack of depth of coverage of content areas in preparation programs.
Whether one is talking about content knowledge, pedagogical knowledge, or
any other form, teacher education has been asked to quantify the knowledge
of our candidates by a variety of sources, from State Boards of Education, to
National Accrediting Organizations, Politicians, and Professional interest
groups, each ask teacher education programs to demonstrate the knowledge
of the teacher candidates. Individual Teacher Education programs often put
even more pressure upon themselves in these areas, as the programs
themselves want their candidates to succeed as well. This quest for
knowledge can form the basis of a search for reflective opportunities by and

for teacher candidates during their programs of study.
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Reflection is a term that is used quite often in academic circles, however it can be defined
insufficiently or impractically. Providing teacher candidates with opportunities for reflection
does not offer practical results without the development and use of clearly defined situations of
practice ((Parsons & Stephenson, 2005). The development of a clear framework within which
teacher candidates develop their knowledge also allows teacher candidates to process and
document the development of their reflective abilities (Chitpin, 2006). It is through the
development of a clearly articulated and recognized process that teacher candidates will not only
develop reflective abilities grounded in their professional development, they will be able to

understand and be able to replicate the process.

As put forward by Liu (2015), teacher education programs should focus not only on the
process of reflection, programs should also the content of the reflection, the goal of the
reflection, and the connection of the reflection to their own teaching practice. This idea presents
teacher education programs with the opportunity to develop the means for candidates to practice
reflection targeted on all four areas and not merely on the process of reflection itself. As teacher
candidates need to develop the of the power of reflection, they also need to further develop the

idea that decision making is tied to understanding (Meyers and Castell, 1999).

By means of example, two types of journaling techniques will be discussed, which can
provide the frame work requisite for successful acquisition of the concept of reflection. In the
first example, referred to as a J3 journal a form of a triple entry journal (Carroll in Watts, 1998).
This technique is one that can be practiced by teacher candidates in their methods courses and

used in the field with their students at a variety of levels.

In this adaptation of a triple entry journal, teacher candidates work in partnerships in

response to a reading prompt.
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J3 or Triple-entry Journal (Carroll in Watts,1998)

First reader notes key
observations about text,
questions about text,
quotes from text.

First reader responds to each
key observation, question, or
quote s/he noted in left column.

Second reader responds to first reader’s double-entry
(information in both columns above) with general comments,
further questions, and/or other observations about the text (from
second reader’s understanding of the text/ideas or those evoked
by the first reader's double-entry).
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In the J3 process, teacher candidates receive more immediate feedback from their
classmates, rather than waiting for responses from the instructor. Teacher candidates are
provided with the opportunity to initiate a reflective dialogue with both a classmate and their
instructor, providing the framework for a type of dialogue when interacting with written material
that can support them in numerous future interactions. The J3 process then leads into other triple
entry journal methods such as those proposed by Miller & Veatch, (2010), Allen, (2008), Harvey
& Goudvis (2007), Marzano, et. Al (2001). These triple entry journals are focused on the
individual reflection, which can be more powerfully implemented when combined with the J3

method as an introduction to the concept of reflection.

Triple Entry journal can also be utilized on a semester long basis to add in
comprehension, especially during methods courses. In the semester long triple entry journal,
teacher candidates apply typical double entry journal techniques through the course of the

semester. The double entry journal could include the following pages:

1. A listing of events during the week including learning activities both inside
and outside of the classroom. These events should be divided between college
based course experiences and field based experiences. However in both
instances, the listings need to include unstructured activities that can occur
outside of the classroom.

2. A reflection page, which allows the teacher candidate reacts to the events and
items listed on the first page, is vital. The candidates are advised to be as open
and honest as possible to allow the reflection to be impactful. This type of
reflection will need practice, so the first couple of entries should be reviewed
for feedback and advice.

3. The third page is left blank for each week until the last week of the semester.
During the last week, the teacher candidates revisit each weeks entries and fill

in their reflective responses for the week on the third page.
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In this type of journal, the power of the third page develops exponentially. Teacher
candidates in general, and methods course participants in particular, strive for the means to
“connect the dot” of teaching. They have a great deal of material and methods thrown at them
with little time for reaction and even less for reflection. A the end of the semester, the reflection
of the third page will allow the students to develop a more global sense of the methods and
methodologies discussed during the semester. In this manner, they will not only be able to
develop their own “guided reflection framework,” which Parsons and Stephenson (2005)
recommended in their research, but more importantly each candidate will develop their own
reflective practice directly connected to their personal learning styles and preferences. This
would allow teacher candidates to experience all three areas of importance in reflection

developed by Liu (2015).

Teachers are working with students today who seemingly have less time for learning and
a desire for vast amounts of superficial information. Through the personal development of
reflective practice, teacher candidates will be able to not only develop a deeper connection to the
content and pedagogy of their teaching methodologies, which they will be able to share with
their future students, they will be more practiced in the art of reporting and describing these

methodologies to a variety of audiences, a skill required of teachers more often each day.
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