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NCHE Profile 

 
The National Center for Homeless Education (NCHE) is a national 

resource center of research and information enabling communities to 
successfully address the needs of children and their families who are 
experiencing homelessness and unaccompanied youth in homeless situations. 
Funded by the U.S. Department of Education, NCHE provides services to 
improve educational opportunities and outcomes for homeless children and 
youth in our nation’s school communities. NCHE is housed at SERVE, a 
consortium of education organizations associated with the School of Education 
at the University of North Carolina at Greensboro. 
 
The goals of NCHE are the following: 

•  Disseminate important resource and referral information related to the 
complex issues surrounding the education of children and youth 
experiencing homelessness 

•  Provide rapid-response referral information 
•  Foster collaboration among various organizations with interests in 

addressing the needs of children and youth experiencing homelessness 
•  Synthesize and apply existing research and guide the research agenda 

to expand the knowledge base on the education of homeless children 
and families, and unaccompanied youth 

 
Website: www.serve.org/nche 

 
HelpLine: 800-308-2145 

 
Contact: Diana Bowman, Director 

NCHE at SERVE 
P.O. Box 5367 

Greensboro, NC 27435 
 

Phone: 336-315-7453 or 800-755-3277 
Email: dbowman@serve.org or homeless@serve.org  

 
 
 
 
 

The content of this publication does not necessarily reflect the views or policies of the U.S. Department 
of Education, nor does mention of trade names, commercial products, or organizations imply 
endorsement by the U.S. Government. 
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Executive Summary 
 

 Exploring reading instruction for students who are highly mobile is a 
logical progression of the work undertaken by my colleagues and me as we 
work with the National Center for Homeless Education to further the quality 
of education for students experiencing homelessness. Our collaboration began 
with identifying resources specific to serving children and youth experiencing 
homelessness. As a means of expanding awareness of homelessness, we 
identified other populations who shared a common characteristic, namely, 
frequent moves both in residences and classrooms. Our most recent charge 
has been to sharpen the focus on instructional considerations for these 
challenging students. Given its critical importance in the foundation of 
student learning, reading was selected as the first topic for such an 
exploration. Specifically, the target population was composed of elementary-
grade students who are highly mobile due to the stressors of poverty. 
 This manuscript is the outcome of the first year of a two-year project 
designed to explore what works in reading instruction for students who are 
highly mobile. The project includes several components. The first was to 
conduct an extensive literature review to identify what is already known (the 
focus of this document). In addition to the literature review, we are 
conducting focus groups and site visits to projects that have been successful 
supporting reading among highly mobile students to identify practical, real-
life applications of the concepts and strategies found in the literature. This 
initial review and analysis of information will lead to further refinement of 
the current document.  Illustrative cases will be interspersed to further 
operationalize the concepts presented here. Finally, a major emphasis in the 
next phase of the project will be to identify resources that are easily 
accessible to practitioners. These will be disseminated as a “toolkit” 
companion to the current document. 
 In reviewing the literature on reading instruction for students who are 
highly mobile, we were faced with a serious challenge—the lack of specific 
research on this population. The virtual absence of a research base upon 
which to draw impacted the planned structure for our review. As a result, 
rather than focusing specifically on reading instruction throughout this 
document, the first chapters provide information about mobility. We chose to 
include this background information because reading instruction alone does 
not address the broader educational needs of students who are highly mobile. 
Chapters 1 and 2 describe students who are considered highly mobile, some 
of the causes for mobility, and a variety of educational strategies for working 
with them. It is important to consider the support systems that can be 
provided at the district, school, and classroom levels to make transitions 
easier for these students and, when possible, reduce the number of school 
moves they experience. Appropriate implementation of such general 
interventions can decrease the number of students who will be highly mobile 
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Chapter 3 

Theory and Research in Reading Instruction 

 This chapter reviews highlights of what is known about reading and 
how the ability to read is acquired, with special attention given to what is 
known about meeting the needs of students who are likely to experience high 
mobility as a result of poverty. As noted in Chapter 1, little has been written 
specifically about the instructional needs of students who are highly mobile; 
therefore, it is anticipated that the information collected in this review can 
provide an outline for exploring of reading instruction for this subgroup of 
students. The chapter includes an introduction to the reading process, and a 
discussion of how research can be used to inform instructional practices.  
 

Defining Reading 
 

 What does it mean to read? This may seem a naïve question. After all, 
even preschoolers can provide a description of reading. For some of us, the 
process seems so natural and is acquired with such ease that we are not even 
aware of the multiple activities that must take place to gain meaning from 
text. For others, the acquisition of reading skills is extremely challenging and 
that same process of gaining meaning from the written word remains cloaked 
in mystery and approached with frustration. Teachers, researchers, and other 
adults who work with struggling readers fully recognize the complexity of 
what we call “reading.”  
 Reading, along with its counterpart, writing, requires a mastery of 
symbols and how they relate to the transmission of knowledge. According to 
the National Research Council, “reading is not only a cognitive 
psycholinguistic activity but also a social activity.”1 In their attempt to define 
“literacy,” Spielberger and Halpern2 also reference the social aspect of written 
communication: 
 

Literacy is not simply about the ability to read and write; it is 
also the interest in and practice of using reading and writing for 
a variety of personally meaningful and socially valued purposes. 
For example, children use reading and writing to organize and 
make sense of their life experiences, to represent and describe 
experience to themselves and others, to give a name to their 
fears, to explore who they are and where they fit, and to 
understand larger issues in the world around them. (p. 5) 

 
 To say that a student can “read” suggests that the child is able to gain 
meaning from unfamiliar text. To do so, requires not only mastery of symbolic 
elements, but also a complex interaction of language, attention, and memory 
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skills, which further interact with motivation and interest in the subject of 
the text.3  
 

Educational Research and Reading 
 

 What we have learned about the reading process and how to nurture 
reading skills is shaped by the work of a vast cadre of educational 
researchers over more than half a century. Similarly, what is considered 
appropriate research and how findings should be applied to classrooms to 
help students learn to read also has evolved over these decades. 
Educational Research: Importance, Cautions, and Limitations 

In education, as in many professions, research is a necessary vehicle to 
explore phenomena, compare and evaluate interventions, and promote the 
development of conceptual paradigms that influence how we view our work. 
Within the field of education, research poses a host of challenges for both the 
researcher and the consumers of their research. The complexity of school and 
classroom environments make it difficult to design research that controls the 
variety of variables and to identify research that is most applicable for a 
given school or teacher. With the passage of the No Child Left Behind Act of 
2001, the emphasis on “scientifically based research” to inform practice has 
gained heightened attention. 

 
The field of K-12 education contains a vast array of 
educational interventions . . . that claim to be able to improve 
educational outcomes and, in many cases, to be supported by 
evidence. This evidence often consists of poorly designed and/or 
advocacy-driven studies.4 

  
To counter such criticism, a number of resources have been created to 

assist educators in evaluating the research they read, and researchers are 
increasingly being encouraged to develop studies that will provide more 
rigorous evidence of impact in their results. Readers are encouraged to review 
Identifying and Implementing Educational Practices Supported by Rigorous 
Evidence: A User Friendly Guide. This is an easy-to-read, yet more extensive 
discussion of this issue than is presented in this section. (Visit 
http://www.ed.gov/rschstat/research/pubs/rigorousevid/index.html to view or 
download the guide.) This document describes the “gold standard” for 
research, which requires randomized controlled trials and provides educators 
with a checklist for reviewing research and making decisions about the 
adoption of certain practices. A two-page checklist follows, which reprints 
Appendix B of the guide. 
 As mentioned earlier, the following discussion is more “technical” in 
nature than the remainder of this document. However, it is increasingly 
important that educators become critical consumers of research. This is 
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particularly so for teachers who work with highly mobile student about 
whose special needs the literature is sparse. 

In addition, two websites have been created to promote more rigorous 
studies and dissemination of their findings: The What Works Clearinghouse, 
http://www.w-w-c.org/, and The Promising Practices Network, 
http://www.promisingpractices.net. 
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Appendix B:5 
  

Checklist to use in evaluating whether an intervention  
is backed by rigorous evidence 

 

[The page numbers listed below refer to detailed explanation in the original document.] 
 
Step 1.   Is the intervention supported by “strong” evidence of effectiveness? 
 
A.  The quality of evidence needed to establish “strong” evidence: randomized controlled 

trials that are well designed and implemented. The following are key items to look for in 
assessing whether a trial is well designed and implemented.  

 
Key items to look for in the study’s description of the intervention and the random assignment 

process 
 

•  The study should clearly describe the intervention, including: (i) who administered it, 
who received it, and what it cost; (ii) how the intervention differed from what the control 
group received; and (iii) the logic of how the intervention is supposed to affect outcomes 
(p. 5). 

•  Be alert to any indication that the random assignment process may have been 
compromised. (pp. 5-6). 

•  The study should provide data showing that there are no systematic differences 
between the intervention and control groups prior to the intervention (p. 6). 

 
Key items to look for in the study’s collection of outcome data 

 
•  The study should use outcome measures that are “valid”—i.e., that accurately 

measure the true outcomes that the intervention is designed to affect (pp. 6-7). 
•  The percent of study participants that the study has lost track of when collecting 

outcome data should be small, and should not differ between the intervention and 
control groups (p. 7). 

•  The study should collect and report outcome data even for those members of the 
intervention group who do not participate in or complete the intervention (p. 7). 

•  The study should preferably obtain data on long-term outcomes of the intervention, 
so that you can judge whether the intervention’s effects were sustained over time (pp. 7-
8). 

 
Key items to look for in the study’s reporting of results 

 
•  If the study makes a claim that the intervention is effective, it should report (i) the 

size of the effect, and (ii) statistical tests showing the effect is unlikely to be the result 
of chance (pp. 8-9). 
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•  A study’s claim that the intervention’s effect on a subgroup (e.g., Hispanic students) 
is different than its effect on the overall population in the study should be treated 
with caution (p. 9). 

•  The study should report the intervention’s effects on all the outcomes that the study 
measured, not just those for which there is a positive effect. (p. 9). 

 
B. Quantity of evidence needed to establish “strong” evidence of effectiveness (p. 10). 

•  The intervention should be demonstrated effective, through well-designed 
randomized controlled trials, in more than one site of implementation; 

•  These sites should be typical school or community settings, such as public school 
classrooms taught by regular teachers; and 

•  The trials should demonstrate the intervention’s effectiveness in school settings 
similar to yours, before you can be confident it will work in your schools/classrooms.  

 
Step 2.  If the intervention is not supported by “strong” evidence, is it 
nevertheless supported by “possible” evidence of effectiveness? 

This is a judgment call that depends, for example, on the extent of the flaws in the 
randomized trials of the intervention and the quality of any nonrandomized studies that have 
been done. The following are a few factors to consider in making these judgments. 

 
A. Circumstances in which a comparison-group study can constitute “possible” evidence: 

•  The study’s intervention and comparison groups should be very closely matched in 
academic achievement levels, demographics, and other characteristics prior to the 
intervention (pp. 11-12). 

•  The comparison group should not be comprised of individuals who had the option to 
participate in the intervention but declined (p. 12). 

•  The study should preferably choose the intervention/comparison groups and 
outcome measures “prospectively” – i.e., before the intervention is administered (p. 
12). 

•  The study should meet the checklist items listed above for a well designed 
randomized controlled trial (other than the item concerning the random assignment 
process). That is, the study should use valid outcome measures, report tests for statistical 
significance, and so on (pp. 16-17). 

 
B.  Studies that do not meet the threshold for “possible” evidence of effectiveness include: 

(i) pre-post studies (p. 2); (ii) comparison-group studies in which the intervention and 
comparison groups are not well-matched; and (iii) “meta-analyses” that combine the 
results of individual studies which do not themselves meet the threshold for “possible” 
evidence (p. 13). 

 
Step 3.  If the intervention is backed by neither “strong” nor “possible” 
evidence, one may conclude that it is not supported by meaningful evidence of 
effectiveness. 
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Randomization 
 
Based on the principles of scientific research, to establish a causal 

relationship between an intervention and outcomes, a study must use 
random assignment. Briefly, randomization of participants in a study 
increases the generalizability of the results, since subtle characteristics 
among the participants are likely to be distributed evenly throughout the 
assignments. Without such randomization, there is no way to prove that a 
given intervention led to the alleged results or that other factors that could 
not be controlled might explain the relationship (correlation) that was 
revealed in a study’s results. Furthermore, the correlation may be reversed in 
terms of causation. That is, what was measured as the outcome actually 
created the situation that was considered the intervention. For example, 
studies have shown that students who read more out of school perform better 
on measures of reading achievement. This relationship may indicate that 
reading more leads to greater achievement OR that stronger achievement 
leads to students who read more OR some combination of both relationships 
may exist OR a third variable may be responsible. Without randomization, 
we just cannot be sure. 
 
Statistical Versus Educational Significance 

 
It is possible to demonstrate statistical significance in educational 

studies, especially when the number of participants is large, that does NOT 
translate into a meaningful effect on student outcomes. Well-designed studies 
report results in a way that not only identifies statistical significance, but 
translates this information into the practical effect of the intervention. Such 
information will assist consumers in determining whether an intervention or 
program may be useful with their particular group of students, yield 
meaningful improvements in student progress, and increase the likelihood of 
fidelity in implementation when the intervention is adopted.  
 
Objectivity in Educational Research 

 
Consumers of educational research also should ask themselves: “Who 

is conducting this research?” When the study is led by the developer of the 
program or intervention, the potential for bias influencing the questions 
asked and how the data are interpreted must be considered. Did the beliefs of 
the developer and the commitment to the program lead to more positive 
interpretation of results than the data support? 
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Sampling 
 

A common criticism of educational research relates to sampling. One 
factor is limited sample size. Availability of willing participants and the 
impact of funding constraints limit the ability of many researchers to conduct 
studies that include sufficient numbers of students, classrooms, schools, or 
teachers. In reviewing the impact of a study, consumers should determine 
what unit is being analyzed. For example, there may be 300 students in a 
study, but if an analysis is done comparing the teachers of those students, the 
sample size may be twelve classrooms – far too limited for statistical analyses 
to be applied in any meaningful way. Extreme caution should be exercised 
when statistical methods are applied in such situations or to subgroups 
within a study that approach such small numbers.  

A second factor with sampling is the demographic characteristics of the 
participants. The results of a study of rural high-poverty schools with 200 
students may not be generalizable to urban schools with 1,000 students. 
(Medicine has faced similar criticism when the treatment of minorities or 
women is based on studies that have not included representative samples of 
these populations.) 

 
Thorough Description and Fidelity of Implementation  
 

In addition, carefully designed studies provide a thorough description 
of the intervention to allow faithful replication. The issue of fidelity can be 
especially “sticky” in education. A carefully controlled study includes 
stringent oversight to ensure the intervention is being implemented as 
intended. However, this rarely is translated into the way programs are 
adopted in other settings on a wide scale. That is, without the researchers’ 
oversight, the intervention is likely to be adjusted and adapted. This may 
result from a lack of understanding about the appropriate way to implement, 
educators’ independence in interpreting the intervention in a way that 
accommodates their philosophy and teaching styles, or a need to adjust based 
on the real context of resources and student needs that are faced. 

 
Practitioner Application of Research Principles 
 

In summary, increased recognition of the limits of current research 
and efforts to develop future studies with more rigorous evidence hold 
promise for increasing the quality of education we provide our students. For 
example, in the area of reading instruction, teams of researchers and reading 
experts have critically analyzed the existing research to identify 
interventions with the greatest promise and to lay the foundation for future 
study. Two such initiatives include the National Research Council’s 




