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(If you have data you would like to share with us, we would be delighted to receive it at cunningh@wfu.edu.  We are preparing several research articles which we hope to submit to journals this summer.  If you are writing a grant, you may want to cite this research.) 


The Four Blocks Literacy Framework began in one first grade classroom during the 1989-1990 school year.  The framework was developed as the year went on and had two major goals:  To provide beginning readers with instruction consistent with the four major approaches to learning to read and: To provide multilevel instruction that meets the needs of children with a wide range of literacy levels. The results of our first year with the Four Blocks framework were encouraging and the results were summarized in  nonability grouped, multilevel instruction:  A year in a first grade classroom (Cunningham, Hall & Defee, 1991).   


The first goal, providing beginning readers with instruction from different approaches to beginning reading is supported by the First-Grade studies carried out in the 1960’s to determine the best approach to beginning reading.  This large-scale national study concluded that the teacher was more important than the method and that in general combination approaches worked better than any single approach (Bond & Dykstra, 1967) 

The importance of multiple approaches to beginning reading was reinforced recently in a position statement published by the International Reading Association.


The second goal, providing children with multilevel instruction without placing them in leveled reading groups, was more revolutionary.  In the late eighties, most primary teachers tried to meet the needs of struggling readers by putting them in a "bottom" reading group and pacing their reading instruction more slowly.  Research summarized by Richard Allington (1983; 1991) demonstrated that children who are placed in the bottom group in first grade generally remain there throughout their elementary school career and almost never learn to read and write up to grade-level standards. 


 During the 1990-91 school year, 16 first-grade teachers used the Four Blocks framework to organize their literacy instruction.  The following year, the framework was expanded to include teachers and children in grades two and then grade three.  Results from two schools—one with a varied population of children and one serving predominantly low-income children indicated that the vast majority of first and second graders read on or above grade level.  90 percent of the first graders in the varied-population school and 57 percent of the first graders in the high-poverty school read at or above grade level.  For second graders who had experienced two years of Four Blocks instruction, 97 percent of second graders in the varied-population school and 83 percent of the second graders in the high-poverty school read at or above grade level.  (Hall, Prevatte & Cunningham, 1995).


As the framework spread to other districts and states, data became available from a variety of sites.  Data indicating that the framework was effective in helping large numbers of children achieve grade-level or above reading levels are summarized in Cunningham, Hall & Defee (1998) and in Cunningham, Hall & Sigmon (1999).


The effectiveness of the Four Blocks framework in increasing comprehension was recently investigated by comparing the ability of children taught in the Four Blocks framework and in a basal reader framework (Poppelwell & Doty, 2000). Two classrooms of second graders using the Four Blocks framework were compared on their ability to retell stories and answer comprehension questions.  An analysis of covariance was used to control for any entering level differences among the children.  Students in the Four Blocks classrooms scored significantly better on both the retelling and the questioning answering tasks.

Data from the 2000-2001 school year


During the 2000-2001 school year a number of schools and districts have collected data to analyze the effectiveness of the Four Blocks framework.  Here are the results of those analyses.

Greenville County School, Greenville, South Carolina

The Greenville school district covers a wide area in northwestern South Carolina. Located in the Piedmont region of upstate South Carolina, Greenville County has a diverse population of 328,000, with approximately 77% living in urban areas and 23 % in rural areas.  The School District of Greenville County is the largest in the state of South Carolina.  It enrolls over 61,000 students, approximately 10% of the state student population.  Thirty-one percent of the students are minorities and 39% of the elementary students are on free and reduced lunch program.  Fourteen schools have a free-reduced lunch rate over 65% and twenty-seven schools have rates higher than 45%.  The 51 K-5 elementary schools include 13 Title I elementary school-wide programs.  The number of k-5 teachers is 1,341.

Greenville began its implementation of Four Blocks in the 1996-97 school year when teachers and administrators from two schools participated in a statewide training program for Four Blocks.  As interest in Four Blocks grew, Tom Roe, Language Arts coordinator for the district, held training sessions for interested first grade teachers.  During the 1997-98 school year, training for first grade teachers continued and training sessions were begun for second grade teachers.  

By the time school began in the 2000-2001 school year, all primary teachers, reading specialists and administrators had experienced a variety of different training opportunities and Four Blocks was well established as the instructional framework for reading in the primary grades.  Although the degree of commitment and the fidelity of implementation varied somewhat from teacher to teacher and school to school, the major components of Four Blocks could be seen in the day-in, day-out instruction in all primary classrooms.

In October of 2000 and May of 2001, the Gates MacGinitie Reading Tests were administered to all first and second graders. 

First Grade

	Gates MacGinitie Total Reading Scores
	# of First Graders Tested
	NCE 

(Normal Curve Equivalent)
	National Percentile
	Stanine

	October, 2000
	3758
	48
	47
	5

	May, 2001
	3569
	56
	62
	6


Second Grade

	Gates MacGinitie Total Reading Scores
	# of Second Graders Tested
	NCE 

(Normal Curve Equivalent)
	National Percentile
	Stanine

	October, 2000
	3650
	48
	47
	5

	May, 2001
	3520
	54
	57
	5


The gains showed by both grade levels  of children are impressive.  An NCE gain of 7 points is usually considered significant.  The first graders exceeded this, achieving a gain of 8 NCE’s.  Second graders almost met this goal with a gain of 6 NCE’s.  Both grade levels of children moved above the national average in percentile ranks.  Most astonishing, was the movement of the first graders from the fifth stanine to the sixth stanine.  

The Greenville data are particularly impressive when you consider the large number of schools, teachers and children involved.  It is not uncommon to see one or two schools get enthusiastic about their literacy instruction and go the extra mile to provide the kind of instruction that results in children learning to read better and in significant test score gains.  Greenville County schools, however, demonstrates that with training and support, hundreds of first and second grade teachers in 51 schools can increase the literacy levels for over 7000 children.  Since these schools, teachers, and children varied greatly on any imaginable dimension, it can be concluded that the Four Blocks framework can be effectively implemented by a variety of teachers in different schools with a wide range of children.

Lowellville School District, Ohio

The Lowellville School District is located just outside of Youngstown, Ohio.  Lowellville has an open enrollment program and approximately ¼ of Lowellville District students would normally attend Youngstown City Schools.  50% of the district’s students are eligible for free/reduced price lunch.  The median household income is $25,000.

The district began its implementation of Four Blocks in 1999-2000, with funding from an Ohio Reads grant.  A program coordinator was hired to assist with implementation and purchase materials. Over the course of two school years, every teacher in kindergarten through fourth grade and all elementary specialists and administrators received training in the Four Blocks Framework.  Four Blocks teaching resources, books for classroom libraries, magazine subscriptions and other materials to support the framework were purchased.  During the summer of 2000, a Four-Blocks summer school was held.  Over half of the district’s students participated.  Classroom teachers observed the instruction in these summer school classrooms and participated in staff-development workshops.  Parents also participated as volunteers in the classrooms and were invited to training sessions and parent information nights.

Here are the results of the Ohio Statewide Fourth-Grade Proficiency Tests for reading and writing given from 1998 to 2001.

	
	1998
	
	1999
	
	2000
	
	2001
	

	
	%pass
	%adv
	%pass
	%adv
	%pass
	%adv
	%pass
	%adv

	Reading
	44
	0
	56
	0
	64
	0
	84
	18

	Writing
	56
	13
	58
	4
	66
	7
	97
	29


Fourth graders tested in 2001 had experienced two years of instruction in the Four Blocks Framework—with only partial implementation in the third grade year.  84% of these fourth graders passed the proficiency test in reading, with 18% achieving the advanced level.  In writing, 97% passed the proficiency test with 29% scoring at the advanced level.  

John Muir Elementary, Schaumburg, Illinois

John Muir Elementary School is a large elementary school in Schaumburg, Illinois.  Over 60% of Muir’s students are minority students, with 15% being classified as living in low-income families.  The mobility rate is high—almost one-third of Muir’s students enroll or leave during the school year.  In contrast, the Shaumburg District has approximately 30% of its students classified as minority, less than 6% low-income students and a mobility rate of 11%.

John Muir began its implementation of Four Blocks in 2000-2001.  Staff development sessions were held for all elementary staff.

Here are the results of the Illinois Standard Achievement Tests for reading and writing given to third graders in 2000 and 2001.

	
	Academic Warning
	Below Standards
	Meets Standards
	Exceeds Standards

	Reading 2000
	4%
	38%
	47%
	10%

	Reading 2001
	0%
	28%
	48%
	23%

	Writing 2000
	6%
	44%
	49%
	0%

	Writing 2001
	11%
	33%
	56%
	0%


After only one year of implementation, 71% of John Muir’s third graders met or exceeded the performance levels in reading (compared to 57% the year before).   No students qualified for academic warning.  In writing, 56% met the performance level (compared to 49% the previous year). 

Lew Wallace and Caldwell Elementary Schools, Hammond, Indiana

Lew Wallace Elementary and Caldwell Elementary both have schoolwide Title One Programs.  Both school participated in the Indiana Statewide Four Blocks Training during the 1997-98 school year.  Groups of pilot teachers attended the statewide training and then training sessions were held at the individual schools for all staff members. During the first year, some primary teachers implemented the framework and in subsequent years, more primary teachers joined the implementation and training was provided for intermediate teachers.

Here are the results of the Indiana Statewide Test for total reading and total language given to third graders from 1997 (before Four Blocks implementation) to 2001 for each school.

Lew Wallace Elementary NCE Scores

	
	1997
	1998
	1999
	2000
	2001

	Total Reading
	47
	42
	51
	51.0
	52.0

	Total Language
	55
	52
	66
	59.0
	59.0


Lew Wallace is a school with an enrollment of approximately 375 students; 35% are African-American, 35% are Hispanic, and 30% are Caucasian; 88% are on free or reduced price lunch.  In 1997, before implementing the Four Blocks Framework, 38% of Lew Wallace third graders achieved a passing score on the ISTEP test.  Scores increased gradually (46% in 1998 and 1999, 47% in 2000).  In 2001, when the framework was implemented in grades K-3, 55% of the third graders achieved passing scores.

Caldwell Elementary NCE Scores

	
	1997
	1998
	1999
	2000
	2001

	Total Reading
	
	42.6
	44.7
	46.4
	51.0

	Total Language
	
	43.5
	45.7
	52.6
	53.1


Caldwell Elementary School  is a school with approximately 375 students also.  60% are on free or reduced price lunch.  Mobility is a problem with over 325 students coming or leaving their school during the year.  Because of this, Caldwell Elementary looked also looked at their data considering how many years the children had been enrolled at their school.  Here are the percentages of students who passed the Total Language part of the ISTEP considering how many years they had been enrolled at Caldwell.

	
	1999
	2000
	2001

	All third graders at Caldwell Elementary
	44% passed
	44% passed
	50% passed

	Students with one or more years at Caldwell
	46% passed
	47% passed
	57% passed

	Students with two or more years at Caldwell
	44% passed
	49% passed
	60% passed


When the testing was done in 1999 and 2000, Caldwell had just started implementing the Four Blocks Framework in second and third grades.  By 2001, the framework was in place in grades K-3 and had been in place in grade one since the 2001 third graders were in first grade.  Prior to 2001, the percent of students passing the test was not related to how many years they had been at Caldwell.  In 2001, 60% of students who had been at Caldwell two or more years passed the test compared to 50% of all Caldwell third graders.

References

Allington, R. L. (1983). The reading instruction provided readers of 


differing reading ability. Elementary School Journal, 83, 549-559

Allington, R. L. (1991). Effective literacy instruction for at-risk children. In M. Knapp & P. Shields (Eds.), Better schooling for the children of poverty: Alternatives to conventional wisdom (pp. 9-30). Berkeley, CA:  McCutchan.

Bond, G. L., & Dykstra, R. (1967).  The cooperative research program in first grade reading instruction.  Reading Research Quarterly, 2, 5-142.

 Cunningham, P. M., Hall, D. P. & Defee, M. (1991). Nonability grouped, multilevel instruction:  A year in a first grade classroom.  Reading Teacher, 44, 566-571.   

Cunningham, P. M., Hall, D. P. & Defee, M. (1998). Nonability grouped, multilevel instruction:  Eight years later.  Reading Teacher, 51, 652-664

Cunningham, P. M., Hall, D. P. & Sigmon, C. (1999). The Teacher’s Guide to the Four Blocks.  Greensboro, North Carolina, Carson-Dellosa.     

Hall, D. P., Prevatte, C. & Cunningham, P. M. (1995) Eliminating ability grouping and reducing failure in the primary grades.  In Allington, R. L and Walmsley S. (Eds.)  No Quick Fix.  Teachers College Press, 137-158.

Poppelwell, R. S. & Doty, D. E. (2000).  Classroom instruction and reading comprehension: A comparison of one basal reader approach and the Four Blocks framework.  Reading and Writing Quarterly, 83-94

