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Abstract 

This randomized control trial evaluated the impact of dialogically organized reading instruction provided 
twice per week over six months in small-group settings to fifth grade students, primarily English learn-
ers, assessed as needing additional support in comprehension development. Our dialogically organized 
instruction treatment, which we call Shared Evaluation Pedagogy (SHEP), was premised on: a) instigating 
dialogue about text, b) probing student thinking, and c) eschewing teacher evaluation. The 22 students 
in the SHEP treatment group demonstrated statistically significantly greater gains on near-term, re-
searcher-administered measures of comprehension and decoding than did the 41 students in the con-
trol group. Treatment students also outperformed control students on two measures on the California 
Achievement Test 6 administered one year later—spelling (statistically significant) and reading (large 
enough to be practically significant, but not statistically significant). We close by arguing there are 
strong pedagogical reasons for shifting the prevailing reading comprehension intervention paradigm 
toward dialogically organized forms of instruction that invite students to think and reason with one 
another about texts. 

Keywords: reading comprehension; dialogic instruction; reading intervention; English language 
learners 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

While a number of researchers have documented the promise of dialogically orga-
nized instruction within literacy classrooms (Nystrand, 1997; Reznitskaya & 
Gregory, 2013), there are as yet few experimental or quasi-experimental studies to 
establish if such instruction yields transfer effects that children carry over into new 
literacy tasks (Wilkinson, Murphy, & Binici, 2015). Moreover, no such research to 
date has considered whether dialogically organized instruction is fruitful for teach-
ing students specifically identified as low-achieving readers in an instructional in-
tervention setting.  

In this paper, we report on a randomized trial we conducted to evaluate the 
impact of a dialogically organized reading intervention on the academic perfor-
mance of fifth grade students, most of whom were designated as English learners. 
The academic achievement of students who participated in the reading interven-
tion, which we call Shared Evaluation Pedagogy (SHEP), was compared with that of 
students in a randomly assigned control group. We considered five outcome 
measures: two reading assessments administered by researchers immediately fol-
lowing the SHEP intervention and three standardized measures (in reading, 
spelling, and language) administered by the state one year later. We organized our 
study around our primary research question: was the SHEP intervention able to 
positively influence student achievement as reflected by these five measures? Our 
purpose in posing the question was to estimate the impact of the SHEP interven-
tion specifically and to establish whether dialogically organized instruction might 
generally be a viable alternative to more explicit, direct forms of instruction that 
characterize most current comprehension interventions (e.g., Brown, Morris, & 
Fields, 2005; Johnson-Glenberg, 2000; Lubliner, 2004; Mason, 2004). 

1.1 The relationship between talk about text and student learning 

Nystrand (1997) proposes that “the underlying epistemology of classroom interac-
tion defines the bottom line for learning: What ultimately counts is the extent to 
which instruction requires students to think, not just report on someone else’s think-
ing” (p. 72, emphasis in original). His correlational study of classroom discourse in 
eighth- and ninth-grade English classes found that classrooms that were organized 
for more substantive conversation resulted in more student learning of course con-
tent. A follow-up study of 64 middle and high school classrooms conducted with 
several other colleagues produced similar findings (Applebee, Langer, Nsytrand, & 
Gamoran, 2003).  

In keeping with Nystrand (1997), we highlight several distinctive features asso-
ciated with dialogically organized instruction as we conceptualize it: 

 Authenticity. Participants talk together in order to explore their own and each 
other’s textual perspectives. Students discuss ideas because they care about 
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them and have a stake in working them through. They have substantial author-
ity to interpret texts for themselves; teachers seek to understand and make 
space for those interpretations, in part by posing authentic questions, to which 
they do not have a set answer in mind (Nystrand, 1997). When students pose 
questions, these are usually authentic as well, reflecting their textual curiosity 
(Aukerman, 2015). 

 Contingency. Participants respond to one another in ways that unfold turn by 
turn: neither the forms of participation nor the topics to be discussed are pre-
scripted (Boyd & Rubin, 2006). Teachers often engage in uptake, a kind of 
question that builds on a student’s previous comment, in order to elicit elabo-
ration and further reflection on a point a student has made (Nystrand, 1997).  

 Organic student-driven dialogue in which divergent textual perspectives come 
into conversation – collide, even. Differing perspectives about the text’s possi-
ble meanings are actively solicited by the teacher. Students talk about their 
ideas for extended stretches of time rather than shifting topics frequently or 
moving through a pre-set protocol of activities. They engage directly with each 
other’s thinking in the talk that takes place, so the dialogue is characterized by 
open discussion, where students (or at least three classroom participants) en-
gage in an exchange of ideas (Nystrand, 1997).  

It is important to note that simply involving students in talk about text, as is done in 
a number of instructional approaches to comprehension, does not necessarily 
mean that the talk will be dialogically organized (O'Connor & Michaels, 2007). A 
number of approaches, particularly those that emphasize the explicit teaching of 
strategies to support student comprehension of text, share some features with 
dialogically organized instruction, but do not depend on the satisfaction of the 
above criteria. For example, reciprocal teaching (Palincsar & Brown, 1986; Takala, 
2006) and inference training (McGee & Johnson, 2003), which do at times involve 
students talking directly with each other, may emphasize student-generated test 
questions (not fully satisfying the authenticity criterion), place no special emphasis 
on teacher uptake of student ideas (not fully satisfying the contingency criterion), 
and/or work from structured, pre-scripted protocols that deliberately shape what 
will be talked about when (not fully satisfying the organic student-driven dialogue 
criterion). As Wilkinson and Son (2011) have argued in their review of the historical 
turn in recent years toward dialogism in contemporary reading instruction, authen-
tic dialogue no doubt is possible within some forms of strategy-based instruction 
(and, indeed, could potentially account for assessed comprehension gains more 
than student application of the strategy taught); still, they categorize such pro-
grams as conceptual precursors of dialogic teaching, not as part of the current 
wave of dialogic teaching, explaining what is distinctive in the current wave of dia-
logic teaching in these terms: 

What is key to these more dialogic approaches is the juxtaposition of relative perspec-
tives or discourses that gives rise to tension and sometimes conflict among different 
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voices. From a dialogic perspective, it is from the interaction and struggle among dif-
ferent, even competing, voices that meaning and understanding emerge. 

Wilkinson and Son (2011) have argued that the move toward dialogically organized 
instruction is motivated by concerns about strategy instruction becoming so “me-
chanical” as to “inhibit generative learning” (p. 366) as well as being hard for 
teachers to learn and practice. Because we share these concerns and have insuffi-
cient space to provide a full review of all reading comprehension programs that 
involve student talk, we focus our subsequent literature review on discussion-
based approaches anchored in the aforementioned criteria. 

While there has been more research on discussion with students at the middle 
and high school levels (Nystrand, 2006), there are indications that discussion-based 
approaches may make a difference for children in elementary school as well. In 
socioeconomically disadvantaged primary-grade classrooms where there is more 
discussion and where teachers ask higher-level questions during discussions, stu-
dents achieve at higher levels in their reading (Taylor, 2000); a similar pattern has 
been found for upper elementary-aged students (Bitter, 2009; McElhone, 2012). 
Kong & Fitch (2002/2003) found substantial gains in student performance on a 
range of comprehension-related measures over the course of a year in a classroom 
that based its reading instruction around student-led Book Club discussions 
(McMahon, 1997). 

However, few experimental and quasi-experimental studies have examined the 
efficacy of discussion. Indeed, in Wilkinson, Murphy, and Binici’s 2015 review of the 
most extensively researched discussion approaches, they identified only nine ex-
perimental or quasi-experimental studies that considered whether text discussion 
had any transfer effect on literacy outcomes (i.e., outcomes with texts/materials 
that were not taught or otherwise introduced during the provided instruction). 
Among these studies, there were several (e.g., McKeown, Beck, & Blake, 2009) that 
reported significant positive outcomes; however, other studies (e.g., Reznitskaya et 
al., 2012) found no change in children’s assessed reading comprehension as a result 
of participation in discussion. Research with English learners has been more limited 
still, though one quasi-experimental study found that opportunities for discussion 
about a text were more effective than pre-modified written input at developing 
children’s assessed comprehension of that passage (Van den Branden, 2000). Thus, 
while there are reasons to be cautiously optimistic about the potential of dialogi-
cally organized discussions, further research is needed, particularly with low-
achieving readers and English learners. 

1.2 Intervention studies targeting assessed comprehension 

The design of most pull-out literacy interventions appears sharply influenced by the 
premise that explicit instruction in reading skills and strategies is needed in order 
to improve assessed comprehension. Stahl (2004), for example, argues that “low 
achievers may need more explicit instruction” (p. 600) in comprehension strategies 
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than their higher-achieving peers (see also Mastroprieri & Scruggs, 1997; Pressley 
& McCormick, 1995; Wilder & Williams, 2001). And explicit instruction, as opera-
tionalized in intervention programs, does not generally include an emphasis on 
dialogic discussion: in our search of the literature on reading interventions over the 
past twenty years, studies in which assessed comprehension for low-achieving 
readers was addressed through discussion-based approaches that met our criteria 
were notably absent, with the exception of Commeyras’ (1992) exploratory study 
of seven students designated as learning disabled in a discussion-based small 
group.  

A majority of pullout reading interventions do not target assessed comprehen-
sion directly; rather, they focus on phonics and word identification (Baker et al., 
2000; Blanchman et al., 2004; Broaddus & Bloodgood, 1999; Craig, 2006; Compton 
et al., 2005; Fitzgerald, 2001; Hedrick & Pearish, 1999; MacKenzie, 2001; Morris et 
al., 2000; Santa & Høien, 1999; Schwartz, 2006; Torgeson et al., 1999; Vadasy, 
Sanders, & Peyton 2006) or fluency (Kuhn, 2004). Other studies (e.g., Jordan et al., 
2000) have included a focus on vocabulary instruction as a lever for improving stu-
dents’ assessed comprehension. Of those studies that target global comprehension 
directly, the emphasis is generally on explicit teaching of comprehension strategies 
such as summarization, question generation and/or specific kinds of comprehen-
sion-related tasks, such as locating the main idea of a passage or making inferences 
about textual meaning (Brown et al., 2005; Leslie & Allen, 1999; O'Connor et al., 
2002; Johnson-Glenberg, 2000; Lubliner, 2004; Mason, 2004; Meyer et al., 2002; 
McGee & Johnson, 2003). We were not able to locate intervention studies that 
provided opportunities for students to explore textual meaning through authentic, 
contingent, open dialogue. 

Furthermore, it is notable that students considered to be less skilled as readers 
may have fewer opportunities for engaging in dialogically organized discussion 
even within their regular classroom settings (Applebee et al., 2003; Nystrand, 
1997). Our study seeks to examine whether, when such instruction is provided in a 
pull-out intervention, students can benefit from it.  

1.3 Shared Evaluation Pedagogy 

As prelude to a description of our intervention pedagogy, we offer a brief vignette 
describing how one of the participating children, Maribel (a pseudonym), articulat-
ed the purpose of the small group discussions in which she was participating. An-
other child, a friend of hers, was not at the first few sessions, and the discussion 
facilitator asked the students to explain to the newcomer what they did during 
these reading discussions. Maribel had a simple way of explaining it. “We figure 
things out,” she told her friend.  

We could not have better articulated our own goals in the intervention. We 
sought to have the students collaboratively elaborate and explore textual hypothe-
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ses, read on in search of evidence related to these hypotheses and revise them as 
they learned more in order to “figure things out” about what they were reading.  

Each SHEP intervention session was focused on one piece of text, usually a 
short story or a picturebook that was read aloud by the students and/or the discus-
sion facilitator during the session; longer texts might be completed over two ses-
sions. Before the text was read, the facilitator provided a “book orientation” in 
which s/he briefly presented one or two key concepts or vocabulary words likely to 
spark interest and/or be unfamiliar to the students; there was minimal introduction 
to the book otherwise. The rest of the session involved reading the text, with the 
facilitator stopping for discussion after every several paragraphs. At each stop 
point, the teacher would either a) pause and wait for a student to comment or 
pose a question about what was read; b) pose an authentic question (Nystrand, 
1997) about the story; or c) return to a previously discussed student idea about the 
text and ask students to think about that point in light of the new information that 
had just been read. Once a student comment had been elicited at a stop point, the 
facilitator would follow up by either asking for elaboration on that student’s com-
ment or by asking others to respond – unless, of course, they spontaneously did so. 
The discussions typically ended with the teacher and students mentioning what 
had been most interesting to them about the text, or identifying something they 
would like to keep considering about the text. 

The emphasis on having students create, extend and revise hypotheses in 
Shared Evaluation Pedagogy (SHEP) was maintained through adherence to three 
primary instructional principles: 

Instigate. In keeping with the findings of Applebee and his colleagues, who 
found that open discussion took place most frequently when there were clear dif-
ferences of opinion about textual meaning (Applebee et al., 2003), the texts select-
ed for SHEP were high-interest texts that lent themselves to multiple interpreta-
tions. For example, groups read picturebooks such as The Sweetest Fig (Van 
Allsburg, 1993), in which a man turns into the dog he has been maltreating, or 
short stories such as Babbitt’s (1984) “The Imp in the Basket,” where both the 
characters in the story and the readers of the story wrangle with the question of 
whether a baby imp left on a clergyman’s doorstep was left by God or by the devil. 
Students were encouraged to articulate different interpretations, and there was no 
premium put on eventually coming to consensus about “the” meaning of the texts.  

Probe by following, not leading. The discussion facilitator avoided the tradition-
al Initiation-Response-Evaluation (I-R-E) discourse sequence, where the teacher 
poses questions with known answers, the students respond and the teacher evalu-
ates those responses, typically moving on immediately to a new question and new 
topic (Mehan, 1982). Instead, the emphasis was on following students’ existing 
lines of thought, both by posing authentic questions (Nystrand, 1997) and by hav-
ing students respond to each other’s ideas. Facilitator responses to students were 
highly contingent on student contributions; facilitators used uptake (Collins, 1986, 
Nystrand, 1997) as one strategy for maintaining thematic continuity and allowing 
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for elaboration of children’s ideas. Facilitators deliberately minimized explicit in-
struction; aside from the book orientation, they clarified vocabulary primarily when 
students expressed curiosity about words during the readaloud and/or discussion. 
They also did not provide sentence frames (Fisher, 2008) or any similar kinds of 
scaffolding for the talk. Students had substantial freedom to talk about those as-
pects of the text they most cared to discuss. 

Do not evaluate. Lastly, the facilitator did not provide evaluation that suggested 
that a student’s hypothesis was right or wrong, even if the child’s hypothesis sug-
gested a potential “misreading” of the text. Less plausible hypotheses were han-
dled in much the same way as more plausible hypotheses: the student was encour-
aged to explain, elaborate and justify based on textual evidence and prior 
knowledge; and other students were invited to respond. As Kelly (2007) has found, 
frequent evaluation of student ideas – particularly for low achieving readers – can 
decrease student engagement. The standard understanding of any one particular 
text was not the overriding goal, and it was understood that there would be times 
when student understandings would remain incomplete or non-standard. The aim 
was to develop facility with a process, not a pre-established understanding of the 
meaning of the text under discussion.  

Appendix 1 provides a sample completed SHEP lesson plan, with the accompa-
nying reflection from the discussion facilitator; Appendix 2 offers a transcript ex-
cerpt of a typical SHEP discussion. (A more comprehensive description of a SHEP 
dialogue can be found here: Aukerman, 2007). 

1.4 The SHEP Intervention 

Treatment students met in dialogically organized SHEP text discussion groups for 
two 50-minute sessions each week. Each group consisted of four to six students 
whose diagnostic profiles indicated grade level or near grade level word recogni-
tion skills, but whose comprehension scores as measured on the QRI-II (Leslie & 
Caldwell, 1995) fell from one to five years below grade level. Such a profile of read-
ing (strong decoding skills, assessed comprehension not as strong) appears fre-
quently among upper elementary students, particularly among emergent bilingual 
students reading in their emerging second language (Burgoyne, Kelly, Whiteley, & 
Spooner, 2009; Cain & Oakhill, 1999; Catts, Compton, Tomblin, & Bridges, 2012). 

Each discussion group was designed to be heterogeneous, with students repre-
senting a spectrum of proficiencies in their assessed comprehension achievement. 
Groups met an average of roughly 40 times over the course of the year, in most 
cases replacing regular instruction during the school day. (We accommodated a 
few groups to be served after school at the request of the classroom teacher; as we 
explain later, we applied a statistical model enabling us to determine whether the 
additional instructional time those students received mattered in terms of student 
performance.)  
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The discussion groups were facilitated by graduate students enrolled in a mas-
ter’s program that prepared teachers to be reading specialists.  All of them had 
studied dialogically organized instruction as part of their graduate program. (One 
was a recent graduate of that program who was pursuing doctoral work.) In addi-
tion, discussion facilitators received initial preparation and monthly training on the 
principles of Shared Evaluation Pedagogy (see above); preparation included joint 
observation and discussion of videotaped SHEP lessons. 

We did not examine instructional discourse in the SHEP groups in terms of fidel-
ity of implementation for both practical and theoretical reasons (cf. Buxton et al., 
2015). On a practical level, our permission to work with students at the site did not 
include permission to collect audio or video data for research purposes. On a theo-
retical level, we agree with a number of researchers who have argued that dialogic 
teaching is about overall context and instructional stance; therefore, an analysis 
that only tracks discourse moves is likely to be an incomplete picture of the extent 
to which the discussion is dialogically organized (Boyd & Markarian, 2015; 
O'Connor & Michaels, 2007). Because we worked closely with the facilitators and 
informally observed their instruction throughout the year of the study, we are con-
fident that they had a strong familiarity with SHEP principles, a commitment to a 
dialogic teaching stance, and the necessary skill to enact dialogically organized in-
struction on a consistent basis. 

1.5 How might SHEP make a difference in terms of assessed comprehension? 

It is worth noting that scholarly research around dialogic instruction is itself multi-
voiced, with a number of different traditions and beliefs guiding what earns the 
right to be called dialogic (Matusov & Wegerif, 2014; Wegerif, 2008). For this rea-
son, we in no way see our instantiation of dialogically organized instruction as the 
only one possible, and acknowledge that other scholars who choose to characterize 
a pedagogy as dialogic may make different choices around pedagogical principles 
and materials. Central to our own conceptualization of dialogic pedagogy, however, 
is that it is characterized by a stance rather than by a rigid sequence of moves 
(Boyd & Markarian, 2015; O’Connor & Michaels, 2007); this stance is one that hon-
ors student ideas about text and puts them in conversation with one another. We 
believe that such a stance may be ethically important in the classroom regardless 
of transferable literacy outcomes (Aukerman, 2013), but we also believe that hon-
oring student textual ideas and putting them in dialogue potentially can be a mean-
ingful lever for improving children’s assessed comprehension. 

Honoring student ideas is doubtless easier to do when students’ textual under-
standings are identifiably text-based or otherwise clearly defensible. Many discus-
sion-based approaches are uncomfortable with letting students’ nonstandard ideas 
remain, particularly at the end of a discussion. In Van den Branden’s (2000) study 
of multilingual fifth graders, which looked at the effects on reading comprehension 
of “collective meaning negotiation” (an approach that sought to let students take 
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more of their own initiative in figuring out textual meaning), the teacher-
researcher “did give hints if necessary and endorsed the correct meaning of diffi-
cult input if it had been formulated by a pupil” (p. 433). Another teacher-
researcher told her class in the context of their Book Club discussions, “‘The out-
landish ideas need to stay out of the discussion’” (Kong & Fitch, 2002/2003, p. 358). 
And, while some scholars of dialogic pedagogy propose that “the dialogic process 
guards against errors in substantive conclusions, as the group continually self-
corrects” (Reznitskaya & Gregory, 2013, p. 117), we have not found that honoring 
student ideas about text will necessarily lead to consensus, a single textual under-
standing, or the correction of potentially inaccurate conclusions (Aukerman, forth-
coming). Yet we maintain that children’s alternate, non-standard understandings 
are reflective of active textual sensemaking, also a kind of meaningful comprehen-
sion (Aukerman, 2013). For this reason, we refer in this paper to student perfor-
mance on reading comprehension measures that allow only one correct response 
as “assessed comprehension.”  

We theorized that dialogue about student textual ideas – their actual under-
standings of texts no matter how apparently imperfect or even “outlandish” – 
would support students’ long-term, transferable abilities to perform well in as-
sessed comprehension. We believe that learning to repair hypotheses involves in-
vestigating them throughout the entire text being read, depending on the text (and 
not a teacher) to evaluate the plausibility of the hypothesis. Children who voice 
non-standard understandings in the context of discussion can facilitate that kind of 
active evaluation on the part of their peers. We believe that steering the group to a 
more standard interpretation might produce a short-term bump in assessed com-
prehension of a particular text under discussion, but it often deprives the group of 
the opportunity to engage in intellectual work that builds student capacity to make 
evidence-based decisions about what kinds of textual interpretations are most 
plausible. Thus, we see making space for children’s non-standard textual under-
standings to be explored during classroom talk as not only compatible with a long-
term goal of improving assessed comprehension, but actually facilitative of it. 

1.6 How might SHEP make a difference in terms of additional literacy outcomes? 

In addition to theorizing that children’s assessed reading comprehension would 
improve through participation in a SHEP discussion group, we also believed that 
two additional literacy skills might be affected by the SHEP intervention: decoding 
and spelling. We chose to look at decoding because, while the program did not 
involve explicit teaching of decoding skills, students did do some reading aloud dur-
ing SHEP discussions. Moreover, there is considerable evidence that decoding and 
assessed comprehension are demonstrably correlated in children. Although there 
has been more work documenting the dependence of assessed comprehension on 
decoding ability (e.g., Shankweiler et al., 1999) than vice versa, it is also plausible 
that, as children’s reading comprehension increases, they both read more and en-
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gage with more varied texts, which in turn can promote decoding skill (cf. 
Stanovich, 1986).  

While spelling achievement might initially appear less related to the SHEP inter-
vention, recent research on reciprocal effects of assessed reading comprehension 
and spelling indicate that assessed comprehension plays a substantial contributing 
role in students’ spelling ability (Retelsdorf & Köller, 2014). Although the reasons 
for this contribution have not been empirically determined, Frith (1985) has pro-
posed that older readers gain information about spelling from what they read; she 
has reasoned that the more children read and comprehend, the better they are 
able to spell. We thus believed that, if students were developing as comprehenders 
through their participation in SHEP dialogues, their spelling abilities were likely to 
improve as well. 

2. METHOD  

2.1 Site and Participants 

The students in the study attended Sheridan Elementary School (a pseudonym), a 
public school situated in an urban district in California. Sheridan served close to 
1,000 students during the study year, of whom 80% received free or reduced lunch 
and 76% were designated English Learners (ELs). Treatment and control students 
were drawn from six self-contained fifth-grade classrooms where reading instruc-
tion was provided by experienced, traditionally certified teachers with a structured 
basal text in English, Open Court Reading (Bereiter et al., 2002). Two classrooms 
were designated as transitional bilingual classrooms but provided reading instruc-
tion in English, as did the other four classrooms. 

2.2 Design 

We implemented a randomized control trial within a larger effort to develop stu-
dent literacy. Our primary duty was to support students. At the same time, we set 
out to conduct a study that many quantitative researchers would consider more 
rigorous than previous studies on this topic. This required us to balance pedagogi-
cal rigor with experimental rigor, differentiated instruction with a fixed research 
protocol, and our duty to students with our commitment to a method. To help us 
achieve balance, we took advantage of a randomization procedure that is more 
complex than it might have been had we privileged research above other concerns. 

We selected the study sample at the start of the school year using a four-step 
process, illustrated in Figure 1. First, trained graduate student researchers individu-
ally assessed all 179 fifth graders at Sheridan using word recognition, oral reading, 
and non-fiction silent reading tests drawn from the Diagnostic Assessment of Read-
ing (DAR; Roswell, 2005) and the Qualitative Reading Inventory-II (QRI-II; Leslie & 
Caldwell, 1995). Second, we used the assessment results and information provided 
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by teachers to identify students who 1) spoke English well enough to understand 
the directions given to them by the graduate students and to complete the assess-
ment, 2) scored one or more grade levels below their current grade level in reading 
comprehension, and 3) were not currently receiving supplemental special educa-
tion services for reading. One hundred twenty-four students met these selection 
criteria. 
 

Did not meet
selection criteria

N=55

Randomly assigned to 
intervention pool

N=50

Randomly assigned to 
“business as usual”

N=74

Above cut-off score and 
assigned to SHEP treatment

N=22

Above cut-off score and 
assigned to SHEP control

N=41

Below cut-off score
(other intervention)

N=28

Below cut-off score

N=33

All 5th grade students at 
Sheridan Elementary School

N=179

Met three selection criteria

N=124

 

Figure 1. The Random Assignment of Students to SHEP Treatment and Control Groups 

Third, we randomly assigned 50 of these students to receive a reading intervention 
of some kind (the intervention pool). We blocked on teacher when we randomized. 
Thus, 7 to 10 students from each of the 6 participating classrooms were assigned at 
random to the intervention pool, more or fewer depending on the total number of 
selected students in the classroom.  

Fourth, we constructed a single scale from the word recognition, oral reading, 
and non-fiction reading comprehension scores. For each classroom, we picked a 
point on the scale that divided the intervention pool into two approximately even 
groups; the point on the scale varied by classroom. This resulted in a total of 28 
students on the lower end of the scale who had weak word recognition skills. They 
were placed in a parallel intervention program where they received one-on-one 
tutoring that strongly emphasized word recognition in the context of guided read-
ing. We do not discuss this intervention here, only note that it formed part of a 
larger effort to provide differentiated support to students and that it was accom-
modated by our research design. The remaining 22 students on the higher end of 
the scale had relatively robust word recognition skills but weak assessed compre-
hension skills. They were assigned to dialogically organized SHEP instruction, and 
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they formed the SHEP treatment group. Of the 74 students who met our three se-
lection criteria but were not randomly assigned to the intervention pool (they ex-
perienced “business as usual”), 41 fell on the higher end of the scale using the 
same cut-off points. They formed the SHEP control group.  

After one semester (3 months) of twice-weekly instruction, students in the 
SHEP program and in the parallel intervention program were reassessed on the 
same measures to determine what kind of further intervention, if any, was needed 
for them to be able to read at grade level. Six students who had been receiving 
SHEP instruction were exited from the program. We included them in the treat-
ment group and did not adjust for their shorter intervention. 

Table 1 provides additional demographic information on the study sample. 
Overall, the sample was predominantly Latino (79%) and English learners (86%). 
Across treatment and control groups, student characteristics were comparable, but 
not perfectly so. A higher proportion of the treatment students were identified by 
the schools as Latino and designated as English learners, and treatment students 
on average had slightly lower pre-intervention word recognition and reading com-
prehension scores. These differences suggest that treatment students may have 
been more difficult to instruct in reading, reducing treatment and control differ-
ences. 

Table 1. Demographic Information on the Study Sample 

    
Variable Control Treatment All 

       
 N Percent N Percent N Percent 

       
Sample Size 41 65% 22 35% 63 100% 
       
Gender       
    Male 21 33% 10 16% 31 49% 
    Female 20 32% 12 19% 32 51% 
       
Ethnicity       
    Latino 28 44% 22 35% 50 79% 
    Asian/Pacific 7 11% 0 0% 7 11% 
    African American 2 3% 0 0% 2 3% 
    Other/Unknown 4 6% 0 0% 4 6% 
       
English Learner Status       
    EL 33 80% 21 95% 54 86% 
    Not EL 8 20% 1 5% 9 14% 
       
 Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 

Pre-Intervention Scores       
    Word Recognition 4.3 1.1 3.9 1.1 4.2 1.1 
    Oral Reading 5.7 0.8 5.7 0.6 5.7 0.7 
    Comprehension 3.1 1.0 2.5 1.2 2.9 1.1 
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2.3 Outcome Measures 

We evaluated the impact of the program with five outcome measures. All reflected 
transfer effects of the intervention, as the texts used in the assessments differed 
from those used in the intervention. Two measures were constructed by rescaling 
the end-of-year word recognition, oral reading, and comprehension assessments 
delivered to all treatment and control students and mapping them to two dimen-
sions—decoding and comprehension—using a two-dimensional item response 
model (Frank Rijmen & Briggs, 2004). The internal consistencies of these measures 
were 0.80 and 0.85, respectively, as estimated by the marginal maximum likelihood 
reliability (Kim & Wilson, 2009; Mislevy, Beaton, Kaplan, & Sheehan, 1992). This is 
analogous to Cronbach’s alpha and estimated within the item response model us-
ing a proportion-of-variance approach. 

The remaining three measures were standardized test scores. Although we did 
not expect SHEP to impact all dimensions of language development, we included all 
language-related measures from the California Achievement Tests (CAT/6) as out-
come measures to help establish what might be possible. These measures are re-
ferred to as Reading, Language, and Spelling. They were administered 12 months 
after the intervention concluded, allowing us to gauge the program’s sustained 
impact on measures with substantial validity and reliability evidence.  

2.4 Statistical Model 

Impact estimates for all five outcome measures were estimated simultaneously 
using a type of hierarchical linear model (HLM; Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002), a well-
known class of model from which contemporary education researchers commonly 
draw. The multivariate hierarchical linear model we use (Tate and Pituch, 2007), 
while perhaps less common than some other statistical methods, was our preferred 
approach because it has the ability to impute missing test scores using a maximum 
likelihood approach. That is, it nests outcome measures within students by borrow-
ing information from available test scores to impute those that are missing and 
incorporating the uncertainty of the imputed measures in the larger model. In the 
context of the hierarchical linear model that we used, the maximum likelihood ap-
proach typically yields results that are similar to or better than others (see Enders, 
201, pp. 336-340). A total of 53 out of 315 outcome measures (17%) were missing 
either because students moved to other schools in the subsequent year or were 
unavailable for testing in the study year. No pre-intervention covariates were miss-
ing. Table 2 presents the pattern of missing and available outcome measures in our 
data. 
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Table 2. The Pattern of Missing (M) and Available (A) Outcome Measures 

     
   CAT/6 Standardized Test Constructed Measures 
     

Condition (N) 
Students 

(N) 
Measures 

Reading Language Spelling Decoding Comprehension 

Control 13 2  M M  M  A A 
1 3 A A A M M 

27 5 A A A A A 
Treatment 4 2 M  M  M A A 

18 5 A A A A A 
        

3. RESULTS 

Three alternative models were fit that incorporated different student-level varia-
bles. Model 1 controlled for pre-intervention covariates, which were decoding and 
comprehension scores constructed from individual assessments conducted at the 
start of the study year. Model 2 additionally controlled for teachers (using dummy 
variables), allowing us to take blocking into account. Finally, Model 3 controlled for 
pre-intervention covariates and any additional instructional time SHEP treatment 
students received (i.e., students who received the intervention after school). This 
model allows us to gauge the extent to which outcome measures were affected by 
SHEP itself versus instructional time. Seven students received additional instruction 
because their teachers believed their interests were best served by using SHEP af-
ter school to augment in-class instruction. This was another real-world factor that 
we incorporated into our experimental design. Because there is high level of de-
pendence between pre-intervention covariates, teacher, and additional time, all 
three variables could not be incorporated into a single model. We identified the 
best fitting model as the one that minimized the Akaike and Bayesian information 
criteria (AIC and BIC: see Burnham & Anderson, 2002, for a discussion of how in-
formation criteria may be used to evaluate model fit, which is analogous to how 
less reliable adjusted R-squared values are sometimes used to evaluate competing 
regression models). 

Table 3 presents the impact estimates for these three models. The standardized 
effect sizes were computed by dividing impact estimates in their original units by 
the pooled standard deviation of the corresponding measure. The pooled standard 
deviation was taken to be the standard deviation of the residuals for each measure 
in a multivariate hierarchical linear model that controlled for condition only (for 
reading, language, spelling, decoding, and comprehension these values are 31.96, 
31.72, 48.81, 1.29, and 5.26, respectively). The estimates for Models 1 and 2 are 
similar. Impact estimates for decoding, comprehension, and CAT/6 spelling are 
large, falling in the 0.76 to 0.94 SD range, and statistically significant at the .05 level 
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with and without the Benjamini–Hochberg (BH) adjustment for multiple inference 
(Benjamini & Hochberg, 1995). The impact estimates for CAT/6 Reading are small-
er, falling in the range of 0.15 to 0.18, and although large enough to be practically 
significant, they are not statistically significant. The impact estimate for CAT/6 Lan-
guage is effectively 0. 

Table 3. Estimates of SHEP’s Impact on Students as Reflected by Five Literacy Measures 

      

Stat. Sig at  

.05 Level 

 
Model Selection 

Outcome 

Measure St. ES St. Error T-Ratio Appr. DF p-Val. 

No 

Adj. 

BH 

Adj. 

 

AIC BIC 

           

Model 1: Pre-Intervention Covariates (Decoding & Comprehension) 

CAT/6  

Reading 0.181 0.320 0.565 59 0.574 

  

 

1810 1863 

CAT/6  

Language -0.030 0.337 -0.088 59 0.931 

  

 

CAT/6  

Spelling 0.812 0.243 3.348 59 0.002 * * 

 

Decoding 0.758 0.234 3.233 59 0.002 * *  

Compre- 

hension 0.938 0.248 3.779 59 0.001 * * 

 

           

Model 2: Pre-Intervention Covariates & Teacher (Dummy Variables) 

CAT/6  

Reading 0.153 0.330 0.462 54 0.645 

  

 

1717 1824 

CAT/6  

Language -0.014 0.321 -0.042 54 0.967 

  

 

CAT/6  

Spelling 0.791 0.255 3.104 54 0.003 * * 

 

Decoding 0.800 0.247 3.239 54 0.002 * *  

Compre- 

hension 0.897 0.262 3.420 54 0.002 * * 
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Model 3: Pre-Intervention Covariates & Additional Time (Dichotomous Variable) 

CAT/6  

Reading 0.145 0.363 0.399 58 0.691 

  

 

1788 1852 

CAT/6  

Language -0.086 0.383 -0.225 58 0.823 

  

 

CAT/6  

Spelling 0.748 0.275 2.718 58 0.009 * * 

 

Decoding 0.487 0.256 1.898 58 0.062 

  

 

Compre- 

hension 0.764 0.279 2.739 58 0.009 * * 

 

 
Note. No Adj. = Cutoff for statistical significance of all tests was .05, BH Adj. = Cutoff 
for statistical significance based on the Benjamini–Hochberg adjustment for multi-
ple inference, AIC = Akaike information criterion for model selection, BIC = Bayesian 
information criterion for model selection. 
 
The results for Models 2 and 3 are similar with the exception of decoding. When 
additional time is taken into account, the standardized effect size decreases to 0.49 
SD. This is substantial on a practical level, but not large enough to trigger statistical 
significance. Given the similarity in the results for Models 2 and 3, additional time is 
not a plausible rival hypothesis that explains the differences between the treat-
ment and control group. 

Of the three models, Model 2 is preferred because it minimizes both the AIC 
and BIC criteria. Consequently, we use the impact estimates from this model to 
characterize the performance of the SHEP intervention. In the short term, SHEP 
improved the decoding and comprehension of students as reflected by statistically 
significant differences in the constructed measures. Over a 12-month period, SHEP 
also had a sustained impact on literacy ability as reflected by the CAT/6 test in 
spelling (statistically significant) and possibly reading (large enough to be practically 
significant but not statistically significant). 

4. DISCUSSION 

The results of our study indicate that students who participated in a dialogically 
organized SHEP intervention had transfer effects in their assessed ability to com-
prehend texts. Their significant achievement gains call into question what has be-
come almost a truism in the world of reading comprehension instruction—that 
students who do not perform well in assessed comprehension need explicit, step-
by-step guidance in order to make needed gains as readers (Pressley & McCormick, 
1995; Stahl, 2004; Wilder & Williams, 2001). Our findings indicate that dialogically 
organized student-centered text discussion with minimal explicit instruction can 
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have significant positive effects as an intervention on comprehension and on de-
coding skills for students whose word identification skills are relatively robust but 
whose assessed comprehension is not as strong.  

SHEP students did not outperform control students on the language portion of 
the CAT/6, but they did outperform control students on the CAT/6 in spelling at a 
statistically significant level nearly a year after the completion of the intervention. 
Given that our assessment did not explicitly teach spelling (or focus to any signifi-
cant extent on writing), we believe these findings are most likely attributable to 
their stronger assessed comprehension; student performance fits with Frith’s 
(1985) hypothesis that students whose assessed comprehension is stronger devel-
op strong spelling skills in part through more exposure and attention to words they 
are reading, and Retelsdorf and Köller’s (2014) finding that better assessed com-
prehension contributes to better spelling but not vice versa.  

SHEP treatment students also trended toward better performance on the CAT/6 
reading subtest. While these findings were not statistically significant, we believe 
the trends may be of practical significance, particularly when considered within the 
context of the strong performance of SHEP students on other measures. The CAT/6 
reading test may not have been sufficiently sensitive to capture assessed compre-
hension differences between the populations, particularly given the relatively small 
sample size of the study. 

There are at least two ways that SHEP pedagogy may have contributed to the 
encouraging literacy outcomes on the constructed measures and on the CAT/6. 
First, SHEP students were regularly encouraged to evaluate the textual claims of 
their peers, giving them both authentic reasons for reading closely and the oppor-
tunity to see how others were making sense of the text. Second, students in the 
small groups may have found opportunities to discuss text engaging, and may well 
have found the rich, ambiguous texts read in the small group engaging; we infor-
mally observed that many students relished coming to the discussions. Since some 
scholars (Nystrand & Gamoran, 1991) have proposed that higher substantive en-
gagement contributes to greater substantive learning, we believe that active en-
gagement could have been a lever for change here.  

We note several limitations of our study. First, while the discussion facilitators 
in this study had considerable experience and preparation in teaching dialogically, 
we did not record their language and are thus unable to decisively determine what 
kinds of language patterns were most typical of their instruction. Future research 
should closely investigate observed language patterns in relationship to student 
outcomes. A second potential limitation is that students in the control group did 
not participate in a competing instructional intervention. However, our Model 3 
findings indicate that students who received the intervention after school (addi-
tional instructional time) versus during the regular school day (without additional 
instructional time) performed similarly; for this reason, we do not believe that ad-
ditional instructional time was the key factor determining growth. Moreover, other 
interventions with fifth graders that have involved as much as 90 hours of addi-
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tional instruction have had lackluster effects on reading achievement, particularly 
in the realm of assessed comprehension (Torgeson et al., 2006). Those findings lead 
us to believe that the critical dimension contributing to student learning in this 
study was the dialogic nature of the instruction students received in the SHEP 
treatment group.  

Finally, we note that our findings may not be applicable to intervention settings 
where teachers have less knowledge and preparation that would enable them to 
provide dialogically organized instruction. Given that dialogically organized instruc-
tion is not easy to learn for teachers (Caughlan et al., 2013), it is not clear what kind 
of support intervention teachers would need in order to provide effective dialogi-
cally organized teaching in a SHEP intervention context. Further research in teacher 
preparation and professional development contexts should explore this question. 

Our study adds to the modest, but growing, body of evidence that some forms 
of dialogically organized instruction can have transfer effects on children’s literacy 
abilities (Wilkinson et al., 2015). The findings provide an encouraging indication 
that such effects can be long-term (lasting at least a year beyond the end of the 
intervention), and that populations involving a high percentage of English learners 
can benefit. Furthermore, it indicates that lower-achieving readers, like their high-
er-achieving peers, are capable of learning from dialogically organized conversa-
tions about text. More research is needed to establish how such an intervention 
might perform vis-à-vis other specific kinds of instructional interventions, such as 
explicit strategy instruction (cf. McKeown et al., 2009). We also hope future re-
search will examine whether children who receive a dialogically organized interven-
tion that offers additional instructional time benefit more than students who re-
ceive the same intervention without additional instructional time (i.e., during the 
school day). Finally, we wonder whether simply changing the nature of regular 
reading instruction might matter for students with low assessed comprehension: 
could dialogically organized instruction in the regular classroom have similar bene-
fits to a dialogically organized pull-out intervention model? 

We close by noting that SHEP offers a number of important advantages that 
make it worth considering as a preferred form of instructional intervention for chil-
dren, like those in this study, whose word recognition skills are relatively robust but 
whose assessed comprehension is not as strong. SHEP does not require homoge-
neous grouping, special curricular sequencing, or even a particular set of student or 
teacher materials; it can be undertaken with texts selected for their ability to inter-
est, inform and challenge particular, academically heterogeneous groups of stu-
dents rather than for their utility in teaching particular comprehension strategies. 
Given that dialogically organized instruction may foster students’ sense of self-
efficacy as readers across time more than monologically organized instruction, par-
ticularly for lower-achieving students (Aukerman & Chambers Schuldt, 2015), there 
may be affective as well as strictly academic reasons for organizing literacy inter-
vention instruction dialogically. 
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Finally, the emphasis in SHEP is on learning to engage thoughtfully with others 
around text by responding to peer ideas as one develops one’s own. It is not simply 
what one can do with text, but what one can do in conversation with others around 
text, that matters. We maintain that this may be at least as significant a long-term 
objective as the improvement of students’ reading as assessed comprehension, and 
look forward to further research in the field that investigates such outcomes. 
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APPENDIX 1: SAMPLE LESSON PLAN AND REFLECTION 

Lesson #: 3 
Text: Tree of Birds, by Susan Meddaugh (1990). Houghton Mifflin. 
Pages to be read: All 
Rationale: How rich is this book? What characteristics of this text lend it to 

thoughtful conversation? To what extent will it lend itself to multiple interpreta-
tions? 

It’s not at all clear why the birds congregate and follow Harry. The ending is a surprise 
and open to a number of different interpretations. 

Leader response: What questions do I have for myself about this text?  

Why didn’t the birds try to get in before Harry let them in? 

Book Orientation: One or two salient points or ideas that need to be introduced in 
order to get students oriented to the text.  

-“Green-tufted tropical” 

-Birds flying south 

Reflection: How did it go? Narrative Commentary. [Written after the discussion.] 

There was little discussion/debate about the meaning of the text in terms of the broad-
er plotline. However, there was discussion on some other points. For example, there 
was discussion as to how Sally [the bird in the story] had gotten injured. Eduardo sug-
gested that perhaps she had hit a branch, but Maria pointed out that there was refer-
ence to a car in the text. This led them all to agree it was a car. Later there was discus-
sion as to why Harry was worried about the cold weather. Juliana and Daniel felt it was 
because he was worried about the birds outside, while Eduardo and Maria thought he 
was worried about something happening to Sally. We did not revisit the question ex-
plicitly at the end. Finally, there was some disagreement when predicting the ending. 
Juliana had peeked to the final page and “predicted” the outcome pictured there. 

The students said they really liked this text, but next time, I would like to pick a text 
with a bit more “grist for the mill”, as this text felt easy for the group, with not quite 
enough to chew on. 
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APPENDIX 2: A SHEP TRANSCRIPT. 

This transcript is excerpted from a longer conversation among a group of students 
had about an Aesop’s fable, “The Miller, His Son, and Their Donkey” (Pinkney, 
2000). In the fable, a miller and his son continually follow the advice of others as 
they take their donkey to market to be sold. This culminates in them suspending 
the donkey from a stick and carrying it. As they are going over a bridge: 

The donkey began to kick and thrash. The pole creaked and bent under his weight until 
it broke with a snap, and the poor donkey tumbled off the bridge into the water. The 
miller and his son were forced to turn again for home, without the money they had 
hoped to make, and without the donkey they had before. (Pinkney, 2000, p. 39) 

The students in this SHEP group periodically had discussed what was happening 
throughout their oral reading of the story, and they had become quite interested in 
the question of why the donkey was being sold – perhaps it was mean, or perhaps 
the miller and his son needed the money, or perhaps they no longer had use for 
“the skinny donkey.” Because the students wanted to explore this further, the dis-
cussion facilitator had allowed them to do so, even though it was at best peripher-
ally related to the central moral of the story. 

After this final segment of the story was read by one of the students (the moral 
of the story from the original had been omitted in the version the students saw), 
the group continued exploring a previously raised hypothesis about the reason for 
selling the donkey, with Thomas being the first to speak: 

Thomas: See, they were poor. That’s what I just said. (Refers back to text.) Without the 
money they had hoped to make. 

Discussion facilitator (DF): Okay, so…. 

Thomas: So it sounds like they’re poor and they needed the money so they could buy 
something or something. 

Adam: Yeah! 

Berta: That’s why they’re selling the donkey. 

Adam: To get more money. But the donkey fell off and it might be dead because// and 
that’s very sad. 

DF: Okay. 

At this point, another student put forward a new area of discussion, which subse-
quently became a point of disagreement: 

Jenny: I wonder what’s going on here because it says… all it says is that (refers to text) 
the stick broke and the donkey tumbled into the water. I want to know what happened 
to the donkey. 

Adam: Yeah. 

Thomas: He drowned. 

Jenny: You don’t know that. You don’t know that. 
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Thomas: He’s so big, he’s not gonna float. He’s gonna drown like a log. 

Jenny: You don’t know, you don’t know how deep the water is. {It could be knee deep. 
It could be ankle deep. 

DF: Is there, is there… well// Hold on, hold on, hold on. 

Thomas: It sounds here, it sounds like here, it seems like it’s pretty deep or else the 
donkey wouldn’t have drowned or died. 

Jenny: It didn’t say that the donkey dies or drowned. 

Thomas: I know. I’m just saying. It could be very deep and it drowned. I’m not saying 
that’s what happened. I’m just saying… 

DF: Hold that thought for just a second. Hold that thought for just a second. 

Jenny: It could be pretty shallow. 

DF: Jenny. Hold on for just a second. That’s…That’s a, that’s a, that’s a, that’s a, I would 
think, a very important question. Is there anything in here in the story that could help 
us answer that? And maybe there isn’t, maybe there isn’t, maybe there isn’t. 

The students were sufficiently animated in their discussion that it took several bids for 
the discussion facilitator to regain the floor. When he did, he did not try to end the de-
bate, or steer it toward his own conclusion. Instead, because the students were push-
ing into ever more hypothetical territory, he sought to get the students to continue to 
ground their claims in textual evidence. The conversation then proceeded as follows: 

Adam: I don’t think there is. 

DF: Okay. So we’re left with, maybe he drowned, maybe he didn’t? 

Adam: These guys were walking to the market to sell the donkey so that they could get 
a lot of money but instead they, the donkey fell…fell off the bridge and now it’s dead 
and now// It said that the miller// (referred to text) without the money they had hoped 
to make and without the donkey they had before and that means that they were sup-
posed to get money but the donkey fell off the bridge. 

Jenny: Well… 

DF: Alfredo? (to Jenny) Hold on. Alfredo? 

Alfredo: Um, but if the donkey didn’t die, why didn’t they just get it out? 

DF: What do you mean? Explain. 

 


