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Reading Teacher; May 1998 

NONABILITY-GROUPED, MULTILEVEL INSTRUCTION: EIGHT YEARS LATER
This article reports on the long-term development, implementation, and assessment of a framework for beginning reading instruction, best known as the Four Blocks approach. 
Eight years ago, the three of us embarked on a journey. We wanted to figure out how to provide reading instruction to children with a wide range of entering levels without putting them in fixed ability groups. The results of our first year were published in this journal (Cunningham, Hall, & Defee, 1991). Since that first year we have extended our efforts across grade levels, schools, and states. In this article, we will share an updated model of multilevel, multimethod instruction that has come to be called the Four Blocks. 

Teachers usually try to meet the needs of struggling readers by putting them in a "bottom" reading group and pacing their instruction more slowly. The data on this method does not hold out much hope that it will ultimately solve the problem. Children who are placed in the bottom group in first grade generally remain there throughout their elementary school careers and almost never learn to read and write up to grade-level standards (Allington, 1983, 1991). 

Another variable that concerned us was the phenomenon of the "pendulum swing." Especially in the U.S., various approaches to reading come in and out of fashion. Eight years ago when we began this endeavor, literature-based reading instruction (commonly referred to as "whole language") was the recommended approach. Today, this approach is losing favor, and school boards are mandating phonics. The search for the "best way to teach reading" denies the reality or possibility of individual differences. Children do not all learn in the same way and consequently, approaches with particular emphases are apt to result in some children learning to read, and others not. When the pendulum swings to another approach, we may pick up some of those who weren't faring too well under the previous emphasis but lose some who were. Thirty years ago, the First-Grade Studies, which were carried out to determine the best approach for reading instruction, concluded that the teacher was more important than the method but that, in general, combination approaches worked better than any single approach (Bond & Dykstra, 1967, 1997). 

This article describes the development of a framework for beginning reading instruction that had two goals. The first goal was to meet the needs of children with a wide range of entering literacy levels without putting them in ability groups. The second goal was to avoid the pendulum swing and find a way to combine the major approaches to reading instruction. Since our first year in which we developed the instructional framework in one first-grade classroom, the model has been refined and implemented in numerous primary classrooms. 

The instructional framework

The instructional framework is the heart of our program. The basic notions underlying this framework are quite simple, but its implementation is complex. There is considerable variation depending on the grade level and how early or late in the year it is, individual teaching styles, and the particular makeup of the class. In this section we will describe the instruction and provide some sense of the variety that allows its implementation in a wide range of classrooms. 

In order to meet the goal of providing children with a variety of avenues to becoming literate, language arts instructional time is divided fairly evenly between four major historical approaches to reading instruction. The 21/4-21/2 hours allotted to language arts is divided among four blocks-Guided Reading, Self-Selected Reading, Writing, and Working With Words-each of which gets 30-40 minutes. 

To meet our second goal of providing for a wide range of literacy levels without grouping the children by ability, we make the instruction within each block as multilevel as possible. For each block, we will briefly describe some of the formats, materials, cooperative arrangements, etc., we use to achieve this goal of multilevel instruction. 

Guided reading. In our first several years, we called this the basal block because this was the time when the basal reader drove our instruction. In recent years, teachers have branched out to use other materials in addition to or instead of the adopted basal reader. Depending on the time of year, the needs of the class, the personality of the teacher, and the dictates of the school or school system, guided reading lessons are carried out with the adopted basal, basal readers from previously adopted series, multiple copies of trade books, Big Books, and various combinations of the above. The purposes of this block are to expose children to a wide range of literature, teach comprehension strategies, and teach children how to read in materials that become increasingly more difficult. 

Early in first grade, most of our guided reading time is spent in shared reading of predictable books, read together in a variety of choral, echo, and other shared-reading formats. Comprehension activities often include "doing the book" in which children are given roles and become the characters as the rest of the children read the book. Little books based on the Big Books are read and reread with partners, then individually or in small groups. 

As the year goes on, the shared reading of Big Books continues to be a part of guided reading. Other books, not big and not predictable, are added. These books might be part of a basal series or multiple copies of trade books. The emphasis shifts from reading together to reading with partners or alone. Instead of reading the selection first to the children, teachers often take children on a "picture walk" through the book, leading the children to name things in the pictures and make predictions, and pointing out a few critical and potentially difficult vocabulary words students might encounter as they read the selection. Children then read the selection individually, with a partner, or in a small flexible group with the teacher. The class reconvenes, discusses the selection, and then sometimes reads it chorally or in some other whole-class format (not round-robin reading, however). Comprehension strategies are taught and practiced. Predictions made before reading are checked. Story maps and webs are completed. 

The next reading of the selection might include a writing activity done by some children individually, some with partners, and others in a group guided by an adult. Often the next reading is an acting out of the selection, with various children playing different parts as the rest of the class reads or tells the story. 

Guided reading is the most difficult block to make multilevel. Any selection is going to be too hard for some children and too easy for others. We don't worry anymore about those children for whom grade-level guided reading material is too easy because the other three blocks provide many beyond-grade-level opportunities. In addition, our results have consistently indicated that students who begin first grade with high literacy levels continued to read well above grade level at the end of the year. 

We do, however, worry about those students for whom grade-level selections are too challenging. To make this block meet the needs of children who read below grade level, teachers make a variety of adaptations. Guided reading time is not spent in grade-level material all week. Rather, teachers choose two selections-one grade level and one easier-to read each week. Each selection is read several times, each time for a different purpose in a different format. Rereading enables almost all children to achieve fluency by the last reading. Children who need help are not left to read by themselves but are supported in a variety of ways. Most teachers use reading partners and teach children how to help their partners rather than do all their reading for them. While some children read the selection by themselves and others read with partners, teachers usually meet with small groups of children. These teacher-supported groups change daily and do not include only the low readers. 

Self-selected reading. Although historically it has been called individualized reading or personalized reading (Veatch, 1959), many teachers now label their self-selected reading time Readers' Workshop (Routman, 1995). Regardless of what it is called, self-selected reading is that part of a balanced literacy program when children choose what they want to read and what parts of their reading they want to respond to. Opportunities are provided for children to share and respond to what is read. Teachers hold individual conferences with children about their books. 

In our classrooms, the self-selected reading block includes a teacher read-aloud. The teacher reads to the children from a wide range of literature. Next, children read "on their own level" from a variety of books the teacher has gathered and keeps on a bookshelf or, more popularly, in dishpans or buckets. The teacher selects books for the classroom library on themes the class is studying, easy and difficult library books, old favorites, new easy predictable books, etc. Every effort is made to have the widest possible range of genre and levels available. While the children read, the teacher holds conferences with and takes anecdotal records on several children each day. The block usually ends with one or two children sharing their books with the class in a "Reader's Chair" format. 

Self-selected reading is, by definition, multilevel, because children choose what they want to read. These choices, however, can be limited by the reading materials available and how willing and able children are to read from the available resources. Fielding and Roller (1992) sum up the problem many struggling readers have with self-selected reading: 

While most of the children are quiet, engaged, and reading during independent reading times, there are always a few children who are not. They are picking up spilled crayons, sweeping up shavings from the pencil sharpener, making trips to the water fountain, walking back and forth alongside bookcases, opening and closing books, and gazing at pictures. (p. 678) 

Many of the children who "wander round" during self-selected reading time are the ones whose reading ability is limited. Fielding and Roller conclude that: 

Either they do not know how to find a book that they can read, or there is no book available that they can read or they do not want to read the books they can read. These children remind us of Groucho Marx: They refuse to become a member of any club that will accept them. In book terms, they cannot read the books they want to read and they do not want to read the books they can read. (p. 679) 

Fielding and Roller go on to make excellent and practical suggestions about how to support children in reading books they want to read that, without support, would be too difficult and about how to make the reading of easy books both enjoyable and socially acceptable. These suggestions include helping children determine when a book is just right, encouraging children to read books that the teacher has read aloud, encouraging children to read with a friend and to do repeated readings of books they enjoy, teacher modeling of the enjoyment to be found in easier books, setting up programs in which children read to younger children and thus have a real purpose for reading and practicing easy books, and making lots of informational picture books available. Following these suggestions makes the self-selected reading time more multilevel. We have incorporated many of these ideas in our self-selected reading block. 

In addition, we steer our more advanced readers toward books that challenge them. We also teach our early first graders that there are three ways to read. You can "pretend read" by telling the story of a familiar story book. You can "picture read" by looking at a book about real things with lots of pictures and talking about all the things you see in the pictures. And you can read by reading all the words. Early in the year, we model all types of reading and discuss how children at their age would probably read different books. 

The Three Billy Goats Gruff is a book you could pretend read because you know the story so well. Let's practice how you might pretend read it if you chose it for self-selected reading time. 

How would you read this book about dinosaurs? It's got lots and lots of words in little print, but you could read it by picture reading. Let's practice picture reading. 

Now, here is an alphabet book. You see just one word and it goes with the picture. You can probably read this book by reading the words. 

Once children know that there are three ways to read books, no child ever says, "I can't read yet!" 

Writing. The writing block is carried out in Writers' Workshop fashion (Calkins, 1994; Graves, 1995; Routman, 1995). It begins with a 10-minute minilesson. The teacher sits at the overhead projector or with a large piece of chart paper. The teacher writes and models all the things writers do (although not all on any one day). The teacher thinks aloud-deciding what to write about-and then writes. While writing, the teacher models looking at the Word Wall for troublesome words and inventing the spelling of a few big words. The teacher also makes a few mistakes relating to the items currently on the editor's checklist. When the piece is finished or during the following day's minilesson, the children help the teacher edit the piece for the items on the checklist. 

Next the children go to their own writing. They are all at different stages of the writing process-finishing a piece, starting a new piece, editing, illustrating, etc. While the children write, the teacher confers with individuals, helping them get pieces ready to publish. In most classrooms, teachers allow children to publish a piece when they have completed three to five good first drafts. The child chooses the one to publish and then confers with the teacher. At this point, we fix all spelling errors and tidy it up mechanically, because we want a published piece that the other children can read easily-and of which the author will be proud. This block ends with Author's Chair in which several students each day share first drafts or published books. 

Writing is the most multilevel block because it is not limited by the availability or acceptability of appropriate books. If teachers allow children to choose their own topics, accept whatever level of first-draft writing each child can accomplish, and allow them to work on their pieces as many days as needed, all children can succeed in writing. One of the major tenets of process writing is that children should choose their own topics. When children decide what they will write about, they write about something of particular interest to them and consequently something that they know about. Now this may seem like belaboring the obvious, but it is a crucial component in making process writing meet the needs and interests of all children. When everyone writes about the same topic, the different levels of children's knowledge and writing ability become painfully obvious. 

In addition to teacher acceptance of student work, children choosing their own topics, and not expecting finished pieces each day, Writers' Workshops include two teaching opportunities that promote the multilevel nature of process writing-minilessons and publishing conferences. In minilessons, the teacher writes and thinks aloud. The children get to see how writers think. In these daily short lessons, teachers show all aspects of the writing process. They model topic selection, planning, writing, revising, and editing; they write on a variety of topics in a variety of forms. Some days they write short pieces. Other days, they begin a piece that takes several days to complete. When doing a longer piece, teachers model how to reread what was written previously in order to reestablish the train of thought and continue writing. The minilesson contributes to making process writing multilevel when the teacher includes different facets of the writing process, writes on a variety of topics in a variety of forms, and intentionally composes shorter easier pieces as well as more involved longer pieces. 

Another opportunity for meeting the various needs and levels of children comes in the publishing conference. In some classrooms children do some peer revising and editing and then come to the teacher "editor-in-chief" for some final revision and editing before publishing. As teachers help children publish the pieces they have chosen, they have the opportunity to individualize their teaching. Looking at a child's writing usually reveals both what the child needs to move forward and what the child is ready to understand. The publishing conference provides the "teachable moment" in which both advanced and struggling writers can be nudged forward in their literacy development. 

Finally, writing is multilevel because for some children writing is their best avenue to becoming readers. When children who are struggling with reading write about their own experiences and then read it back (even if no one else can read it), they are using their own language and experiences to become readers. Often these children who struggle with even the simplest material during guided reading can read everything in their writing notebook or folder. When children are writing, some children are really working on becoming better writers; others are engaging in the same activity, but for them, writing helps them figure out reading. 

Working with words. In the working with words block, children learn to read and spell high-frequency words and learn the patterns that allow them to decode and spell lots of words. 

The first 10 minutes of this block are usually given to reviewing the Word Wall words. Word Wall is a display of high-frequency words categorized alphabetically by first letter only. The words are written with thick black marker on colored paper. The teacher adds 5 words a week until there are 110-120 words on the wall. Students practice new and old words daily by looking at them, saying them, clapping or snapping the letters, writing the words on paper, and self-correcting the words with the teacher. 

Practice with the high-frequency words on the wall takes the first 10 minutes of the words block every day. The remaining 15-25 minutes is given to activities that help children learn to decode and spell. Three of the most popular activities are described next. 

Rounding up the rhymes follows the guided reading of a selection or a book the teacher has read aloud at the beginning of the self-selected reading time. Here is an example using Ten Little Dinosaurs (Schnetzler, 1996). 

The first (and often second) reading of anything should be focused on meaning and enjoyment. Ten Little Dinosaurs describes in rhyme the antics of 10 different dinosaurs. 

Five little dinosaurs playing in the street.

Ankylosaurus yelled, "A car to beat!"

He charged into the street: squeal, screech, bleet, spleet.

No more dinotanks playing in the street.

Revisiting the book during the words block, we draw the children's attention to the rhyming words. As we read each page, we encourage the children to chime in and to listen to the rhymes they are saying. As children tell us the rhyming words, we write them on index cards and put them in a pocket chart. Here are the rhyming words "rounded up" from the first several pages: 

bed     bike      mooth     river       peak       street

head    spike     tooth     aquiver     beak       beat

said    trike     booth     shiver      shriek     spleet

Next, we remind children that words that rhyme usually have the same spelling pattern. Children then underline the spelling patterns in each set of rhymes and decide whether or not they are the same. Because we want rhymes with the same spelling pattern, we discard bed, head, and said; shriek and beat. We now have five sets of words that rhyme and have the same spelling pattern in our pocket chart: 

bike      mooth     river       peak     street

spike     tooth     aquiver     beak     spleet

trike     booth     shiver

In the final part of this activity children use these words to read and write some other words. This is the transfer step and is critical to the success of this activity for children who learn only what we teach. We begin the transfer part of this activity by telling children something like, 

You know that when you are reading books and writing stories, there are many words you have never seen before. You have to figure them out. One way many people figure out how to read and spell new words is to see if they already know any rhyming words or words that have the same spelling pattern. I am going to write some words, and you can see which words with the same spelling pattern will help you read them. Then, we are going to try to spell some words by deciding if they rhyme with any of the words in our pocket chart. 

Here are the new words the children read and spelled based on their new understanding of rhymes and spelling patterns at the conclusion of this activity. 

hike           liver           leak           sweet

Making words (Cunningham & Cunningham, 1992; Cunningham & Hall, 1997) is an active, hands-on, manipulative activity in which children learn how to look for patterns in words and how changing just one letter or letter order changes the whole word. The children are given the six to eight letters that will form the final word. The lesson begins with two-letter words, then builds to three-, four- and five-letter words until the word that can be made with all the letters is made. Students then sort the words according to a variety of patterns including beginning sounds, endings, and rhymes; they read the sorted words and use them to spell words with similar patterns. 

In one lesson, the children had the letters a, i, g, n, s, t. They made these words: 

it, in, an, ant, tan, sit, sat, sag, snag, sang, gain, stain, giants 

(The word giants was chosen because the children had read a story about a giant during the guided reading block. The last word made is "the secret word" because it always uses all the letters, and children delight in trying to figure out what the secret word can be.) 

When all the words were made, the teacher led the children to sort them for rhymes: 

it             an             ag             ain

it             an            sag            gain

sit           tan           snag           stain

Following the same procedure used in the transfer step of rounding up the rhymes, the teacher helped students use these rhyming words to read and spell other rhyming words they might meet in their reading or need to spell while writing. In this particular lesson, the transfer words were brain, flag, plan, and hit. 

Guess the covered word is another popular working with words block activity. Its purpose is to help children practice the important strategy of cross-checking meaning with letter-sound information. For this activity, the teacher writes four or five sentences on the chalkboard, covering a word in each sentence with two sticky notes. Children read each sentence and then make several guesses for the word. There are generally many possibilities for a word that will fit the context, and the teacher points this out. Next, the teacher takes off the first sticky note, which always covers all the letters up to the vowel. Guesses that don't begin with these letters are erased, and new guesses that both fit the meaning and start with all the right beginning letters are made. When all the guesses that fit both meaning and beginning sounds have been written, the entire word is revealed. Most teachers adjust the length of their sticky notes so that children also become sensitive to word length. 

Watching children doing the daily Word Wall practice, you would assume that they are all learning the same thing-how to spell words. But what they are doing externally may not reveal what they are processing internally. Imagine that the five new words added to the wall one week were come, where, they, boy, friend. During the daily Word Wall practice, children who have already learned to read them are learning to spell them. Other children, however, who require lots of practice with words, are learning to read them. 

While rounding up the rhymes, some children are still developing their phonemic awareness as they decide which words rhyme and are learning that rhyming words usually-but not always-have the same spelling pattern. As they use the words rounded up to read and spell new words, some children are practicing beginning letter substitution. Children who already have well-developed phonemic awareness and beginning letter knowledge are practicing the important strategy of using known words to decode and spell unknown rhyming words. 

Making words lessons are multilevel in a number of ways. Each lesson begins with short easy words and progresses to longer, more challenging words. Every making words lesson ends by the teacher asking, "Has anyone figured out the word we can make if we use all our letters?" Figuring out the secret word in the limited time available is a challenge to even our most advanced readers. Making words includes even children with very limited literacy who enjoy manipulating the letters and making the words even if they don't complete them until the word is made by the teacher with the big pocket chart letters. By ending each lesson by sorting the words into patterns and then using those patterns to read and spell new words, we help children of all levels learn to use the word patterns to read and spell other words. 

Guess the covered word lessons provide review for beginning letter sounds for those who still need it. The more sophisticated readers consolidate the important strategy of using meaning, all the beginning letters, and word length as cues to the identification of an unknown word. 

Connections across the blocks

So far, we have described the blocks as separate entities. In most classrooms, they each have their allotted times, and an observer can tell which block the teacher and children are in. As much as possible, teachers try to make connections from one block to another. Many teachers take a theme approach to teaching. These teachers often select books for guided reading that correlate with their theme. During the writing minilesson when the teacher models writing, he or she often writes something connected to the theme. Some of the books teachers read aloud at the beginning of self-selected reading and some of the books children can choose from are connected to the theme. 

Theme words are not put on the Word Wall, which is reserved for high-frequency words. But most teachers have a theme board in addition to the Word Wall. This board changes with each theme and, in addition to pictures, includes theme-related words that children will need as they pursue that theme. Often the secret word in a making words lesson is connected to the theme. Sometimes, the sentences a teacher writes for a guess the covered word lesson relate to the theme. 

In addition to theme connections, there are other connections across the blocks. We practice Word Wall words during the words block, but children know that when they are writing, they spell words as best they can unless the word is on the Word Wall. Word Wall words must be spelled correctly. 

Rounding up the rhymes occurs during the words block, but the book used usually has been read by the children during guided reading or read aloud by the teacher to begin the self-selected reading block. Sometimes, we do guess the covered word activities by using sticky notes to cover one word on each page of a Big Book. We often introduce vocabulary during guided reading through picture walks, and while reading with small groups, we coach children on how to decode words using picture, context, and letter-sound strategies taught during the words block. 

In our minilesson at the beginning of each day's writing time, we model how to find words on the Word Wall and how to stretch out words and listen for the sounds in more challenging words not available in the room. When we are helping children edit, we praise them for their good attempts and spelling and coach them to use strategies and skills they are learning during the words block. 

Support for struggling students

Along with the four blocks, schools and teachers use a variety of formats for providing the extra support needed by children who find learning to read unusually difficult. Some schools have Reading Recovery. Classroom teachers and Reading Recovery teachers report that the Four Blocks classroom instruction and Reading Recovery are very compatible. 

Other schools in which the majority of the children need additional support use a program called FROG-Facilitating Reading for Optimum Growth (Hall, Prevatte, & Cunningham, 1995). Special teachers and the classroom teacher form FROG teams. All children receive 45 minutes of small-group FROG instruction each day. Each small group consists of four or five children and includes one of the strongest readers in the classroom, one of the weakest readers, and two or three other children. Each group is taught by one of the teachers. 

The 45 minutes of daily FROG instruction includes four activities. For the first 10 minutes, children talk about and read a little from the self-selected book they have been reading during classroom self-selected time. Next, they participate in the shared reading of a big book, which is read and worked with for 1 week. The third daily activity is a word study activity such as making words, rounding up the rhymes, or guess the covered word. Each FROG session ends with each child writing a sentence related to the big book. 

In addition to the four blocks, many teachers schedule a 10-minute easy reading support group in which very easy books are read and reread. This group of four or five children changes daily. Children who need easy reading are included more often, but not every day. The group is not composed of only struggling readers. Teachers include better readers as models and assure that all children are included across several weeks. 

Assessment and evaluation

In the last several years, several schools and districts have evaluated the effectiveness of the Four Blocks framework. We will report some data from three different sites. 

Data from the original Four Blocks school. Clemmons Elementary School in Winston-Salem, North Carolina, the school in which the framework was originally implemented, is a large suburban U.S. school with a diverse student population. Some children come from homes surrounding the school, and others are bused from the inner city. In any year, 20-25% of children qualify for free or reduced-priced lunches. Approximately 25-30% of the children are African American, Hispanic, or Asian-Pacific Island. Since the program began, the student population has remained relatively stable, with approximately 10% of the children moving in and out each year. There have been three different administrators. Approximately half of the current first- and second-grade teachers have been there for all 8 years of our work with Four Blocks. The other half, including some beginning teachers, have more recently joined the staff. All classes are heterogeneously grouped and contain an average of 23 children. No children are retained, and children are not referred for special classes until second grade. Thus, the population of this study includes all children who are in the school at the end of first and second grade. The majority of the children have had 2 years of four blocks instruction, but some children who are new to the school have had a year or less. 

Throughout the year, teachers conduct assessment by observing and conferring with children, taking running records, and looking at writing samples. At the end of the year, children are given the Basic Reading Inventory (BRI) by an assessment team headed by the curriculum coordinator. Instructional levels are computed using the standard procedures and include measures of oral reading accuracy and comprehension. Because the BRI is administered at the end of the year, an instructional level of first or second grade is considered grade level at the end of first grade, and an instructional level of second or third grade is considered grade level at the end of second grade. 

BRI data are reported starting with our second year, in which all first-grade teachers were involved, and continues through 6 years of first graders and second graders (see Table). Approximately 100-140 children in each grade are included in each year's data. 

Across 6 years, instructional level results have remained remarkably consistent. At the end of first grade, 58-64% of the children read above grade level (third grade or above); 22-28% read on grade level; 10-17% read below grade level (preprimer or primer). On average, one child each year is unable to meet the instructional level criteria on the preprimer passage. At the end of second grade, the number at grade level is 14-25%; the number above grade level (fourth grade level or above) increases to 68-76%; the number reading below grade level drops to 2-9%, half what it was in first grade. 

While we have no control group to which we can compare our results, our data were collected across 7 years and were consistent across 6 groups of 100-140 children. The data look remarkably similar, even with new teachers and several changes in school administration. Looking at these data across 6 years reveals that the most startling (and encouraging) results relate to those children who do not read at grade level at the end of first grade. Of the 10-15% of children who do not read at grade level at the end of first grade, half are reading on or, in some cases, above grade level at the end of second grade. Standardized test data on these children collected in third, fourth and fifth grades each year indicate that 90% of the children are in the top two quartiles. Most years, no children's scores fall in the bottom quartile. 

Data from a suburban school district. The original school in which the framework was implemented does not use standardized testing until the end of third grade. Other districts, however, do administer standardized reading tests in the primary grades. One district devised an evaluation model, the results of which will be reported here. Lexington One in Lexington, South Carolina, is a suburban school district with eight elementary schools, in which 25% of the children qualify for free or reduced-price lunches. During the 1995-1996 school year, first-grade teachers in the district were given information about the Four Blocks framework and allowed to choose whether they wanted to implement the model in their classrooms. Approximately half of the teachers chose to implement the framework and were provided with several workshops, professional books, and collegial support throughout the year in their classrooms. 

In January 1996, 100 first graders in classrooms using the Four Blocks and 100 first graders in classrooms not using the framework were randomly selected and were given the Word Recognition in Isolation and Word Recognition in Context sections of the BRI. Adjusted mean (average) scores for both measures favored students in the Four Blocks classrooms. For the Word Recognition in Context scores, the differences were statistically significant. Students in the Four Blocks classrooms were, on average, reading at the beginning of second-grade level. Students in the other first grades were on average at the first-grade, second-month level. 

Although these results were encouraging, district officials were concerned about lack of reliability of the BRI and about teacher bias, fearing that the enthusiasm of the teachers who chose to implement the model may have created artificially high scores. They then devised an experiment using cohort analysis and standardized test results. In May of 1996, all 557 first graders in Four Blocks classrooms were administered the Metropolitan Achievement Test. Each child was matched with a first grader from the previous year (1994-1995) on the basis of his or her scores on the Cognitive Skills Assessment Battery (CSAB), a test of readiness given each year during the first week of school. The total reading mean score for the Four Blocks first graders was significantly better (.0001 level) than that of matched students from previous years. In grade equivalent terms, the average Four Blocks first grader's reading level was 2.0 while the 1994-1995 student's average reading level was 1.6. 

On the basis of the standardized test data, school officials concluded that the Four Blocks framework had been much more effective than their previous ability-grouped traditional basal instruction. They hypothesized that since students selected for the basal cohort group had been taught by all the first-grade teachers in the system, teacher bias could not have accounted for the results. Furthermore, classroom observations suggested that teachers who implemented the Four Blocks framework had not all implemented it fully or equally well. In spite of the uneven implementation, children in the Four Blocks classrooms scored on average almost half a year better than the previous group. 

The district then analyzed its data by dividing both groups of students into thirds according to their CSAB scores. The Figure demonstrates graphically that children of all ability levels (as defined by their CSAB performance) profited from the multilevel Four Blocks instruction. There was a 15-point difference in total reading scores for the lower third, a 23-point difference for the middle third, and a 28-point difference for the upper third. The district concluded that organizing in this nonability-group manner had profited the struggling students and had been even more successful for students who would traditionally have been placed in the top groups. 

Data from one rural school. During the same year, a nearby school adopted the Four Blocks framework and mandated its use in all first- and second-grade classrooms. Brockington Elementary School in Florence School District Four in Timmonsville, South Carolina, is a small rural district in which 84% of students qualify for free or reduced-price lunches. Based on low achievement test scores, the elementary school had been placed on the list of the state's worst schools and had tried a variety of approaches to improving reading and math test scores. During the 1991-1992 school year, the school was mandated by a new superintendent to "teach the basics." A state-developed basic skills curriculum focused on "skill and drill" was implemented along with a computer lab basic skills remediation program for Chapter 1 students. End of the year achievement test scores showed no improvement. During the 1992-1993 school year, teachers took a yearlong graduate course on whole language. Again, the end-of-year test results failed to show improvement. 

During the 1993-1994 school year, another new superintendent arrived. The district continued to emphasize whole language, and teachers were trained in cooperative learning. This year's test scores showed some improvement at Grades 2 and 3, though none at Grade 1. During the 1994-1995 school year, teachers were urged to continue to use whole language and cooperative learning; they were also trained in the learning styles approach of Rita Dunn. On the Metropolitan Achievement Test (MAT) only 20% of first-grade students scored at or above the 50th percentile on total reading. At the second-grade level, only 9% scored at or above the 50th percentile. 

During the 1995-1996 school year, all 10 teachers-6 at first grade and 4 at second grade-were trained in and mandated to try the Four Blocks framework. The teachers were given workshops and books, as well as state department and central office support, etc. In the opinion of those central office and state department facilitators who visited classrooms weekly, 4 of the 6 first-grade teachers and 3 of the 4 second-grade teachers implemented the framework. 

MAT total reading scores for all first and second graders in the school (including the three classes that did not implement the framework) indicated that 30% of the first graders and 38% of the second graders had total reading scores at or above the 50th percentile. Results for the 1996-1997 school year show 46% of first graders and 40% of second graders at or above the 50th percentile on the MAT total reading. 

The results from this school system are, of course, open to speculation. Since different children were tested in the 1994-1995 group and we have no pretest data on these children, we cannot be sure that the huge jump in the number of children reading at or above grade level is due to the implementation of the Four Blocks framework. Nevertheless, officials in this school district, having tried so many programs in the previous 5 years, are convinced that the differences are real and attributable to the balanced multilevel instruction that most of the first and second graders received. 

Conclusions

The last 8 years have been exciting and satisfying for us. We have seen the Four Blocks framework implemented in hundreds of classrooms in diverse settings, with varied populations of children. We have learned a great deal about teachers and about children. 

Teachers who are widely criticized for not being willing to try anything new will change when the innovation has lots of familiar elements, is doable within the time frame and materials they currently have, and results 

in observably better readers and writers. Teachers, too, have individual differences. Most teachers like some blocks better than others. They continue teaching each block each day, however, because they see children for whom each block is critical and are convinced that if they left any block out, some children would not learn to read as well. Finally, we have learned that teachers can take this framework and put their own "stamp" or style on it. What is the same in all classrooms, however, is that we give each block its allotted time each day and we work to make each block as multilevel as possible. Beyond that, there is wide latitude for teachers to carry out the instruction in ways they and the children find most satisfying and effective. 

We have also learned more about how children learn. We began with the notion that children do not all learn in the same way, and this notion has become a conviction. Some children seem equally engaged and successful in each block, but others have clearly observable preferences. If you watch closely, you can almost see them "click in" during the block that matches their learning personality. 

We are even more convinced now about the dangers of fixed reading groups. Although we use many grouping formats for our instruction, the children have no notion of being in a top, middle, or bottom group. First graders who come with little print experience but much eagerness to learn maintain that eagerness and their "I can do anything" attitude. Many of our inexperienced first graders become grade-level or better readers and writers. 

We realize that when we used to put children in the bottom group, we were combining two types of learners-slow learners and inexperienced learners. When slow learners and inexperienced learners are combined in a bottom group, the pace is slowed and the opportunity to learn is limited. When inexperienced but fast learners have multiple opportunities to read and write and don't become discouraged by low-group placement, they make up for lost time. We began with the theoretical abstract idea that grouping children was not the best solution to the many entering levels of children. Our abstract idea has now been replaced with "real kid" readers and writers. 

Perhaps the most surprising thing we have learned from our work came not from the children with the lowest entering levels but from those children already reading when they came to first grade, the ones who would have been placed in the top reading groups. In all honesty, we didn't initially expect our model to make things much better for these children. We just hoped that not being in a top group wouldn't hurt them. As year after year of data have indicated, these children read consistently and significantly above grade level. We have come to realize that the Four Blocks framework is probably as important for the highest achievers in each class as it is for the lowest. When our children were in reading groups, the top group in first grade read in the second-grade book at the end of first grade. But this upwards modification had clearly not been enough to accelerate the achievement of the very best readers. In the Four Blocks framework, children spend half their time in the self-selected and writing blocks in which there is no limit to the level at which they can read and write. When there is no limit on how fast they can learn, our best readers will astonish us. It is clear to us now that being placed in static reading groups defined by ability levels and with a prescribed curriculum was as limiting for those in the top half of the top group as it was for those in the bottom half of the bottom group. 

Eight years of multimethod, multilevel instruction

Year 1 (Pilot study in one first-grade classroom) 1989-1990 

Year 2 (Grade 1)                          1991

Reading levels:                            No.        Percentage

Above (Grades 3-6)                          64               63%

At (Grades 1-2)                             28               27%

Below (PP, P)                               10               10%

Year 3 (Grade 1)                          1992

Reading levels:                            No.        Percentage

Above (Grades 3-6)                          65               62%

At (Grades 1-2)                             26               25%

Below (PP, P)                               14               13%

Year 4 (Grade 1)                          1993

Reading levels:                            No.        Percentage

Above (Grades 3-6)                          76               61%

At (Grades 1-2)                             28               22%

Below (PP, P)                               21               17%

Year 5 (Grade 1)                          1994

Reading levels:                            No.        Percentage

Above (Grades 3-6)                          59               58%

At (Grades 1-2)                             25               25%

Below (PP, P)                               17               17%

Year 6 (Grade 1)                          1995

Reading levels:                            No.        Percentage

Above (Grades 3-6)                          87               64%

At (Grades 1-2)                             29               22%

Below (PP, P)                               19               14%

Year 7 (Grade 1)                          1996

Reading levels:                            No.        Percentage

Above (Grades 3-6)                          85               64%

At (Grades 1-2)                             32               24%

Below (PP, P)                               15               11%

Year 3 (Grade 2)                          1992

Reading levels:                            No.        Percentage

Above (Grades 4-6)                          77               75%

At (Grades 2-3)                             24               23%

Below (PP, P, Grade 1)                       2                2%

Year 4 (Grade 2)                          1993

Reading levels:                            No.        Percentage

Above (Grades 4-6)                          74               71%

At (Grades 2-3)                             21               20%

Below (PP, P, Grade 1)                       9                9%

Year 5 (Grade 2)                          1994

Reading levels:                            No.        Percentage

Above (Grades 4-6)                          87               68%

At (Grades 2-3)                             32               25%

Below (PP, P, Grade 1)                       9                7%

Year 6 (Grade 2)                          1995

Reading levels:                            No.        Percentage

Above (Grades 4-6)                          76               78%

At (Grades 2-3)                             16               16%

Below (PP, P, Grade 1)                       6                6%

Year 7 (Grade 2)                          1996

Reading levels:                            No.        Percentage

Above (Grades 4-6)                          97               70%

At (Grades 2-3)                             31               22%

Below (PP, P, Grade 1)                      10                8%

Year 8 (Grade 2)                          1997

Reading levels:                            No.        Percentage

Above (Grades 4-6)                         118               74%

At (Grades 2-3)                             26               20%

Below (PP, P, Grade 1)                       8                6%

GRAPH: Lexington School District One Four Blocks program vs. controls MAT-7 total reading score 
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