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Abstract: The purpose of this action research was to examine how engaging students with Informational Text Reading
Inventory (ITRI) strategies improved their skills in vocabulary, graphics and main idea in the reading and understanding
of some core subjects. It also examined if attitudes about reading nonfiction material changed. Fifteen grade 4 students
participated in the study that lasted over a period of 5 weeks. The intervention involved exposing students to specific ITRI
strategies. For each strategy presented, there were opportunities to practice the strategy learned. The students worked
with the researchers and the classroom teacher who modeled the skill, and then the students had a chance to use the
strategy independently with a science text and a social studies text. Administered assessments showed that there was
improvement in reading and understanding of the ITRI strategies presented. However, the effect on study skills is more
pronounced compared to science and social studies as demonstrated by the average weekly performance of students.

A

ccording to Duke & Bennett-Armistead (2003), informational text is a subset of the
larger category of nonfiction. It serves the main function of informing readers about
social order. Authors of this genre of writing use a variety of modes to assist the reader
in finding information quickly and efficiently. Duke & Bennett-Armistead (2003) stated,
“Common features of informational texts include presentation and repetition of a topic or theme;
descriptions of attributes and characteristic events; comparative/contrastive and classificatory
.structures; technical vocabulary; realistic illustrations or photographs; labels and captions;
navigational aids such as indexes, page numbers, and headings; and various graphical devices
such as diagrams, tables, and charts. Many of these are not found in other types of nonfiction.”
(p. 12).
Because of the significance of nonfiction reading and informational texts in our educational
discourse, this action research is focused on Informational Text Reading Inventory. The
Informational Text Reading Inventory (ITRI) is a curriculum developed by the Indiana
Department of Education in conjunction with the Center for Innovation in Assessment (CIA),
when it was observed that students in grade four experience a significant drop in performance in
all of their core subject areas. ITRI addresses the specific reading challenges that students
encounter as they move from reading largely narrative textbooks in the lower grades to being
expected to read and comprehend dense and content-driven text. Research has shown that skilled
readers ask themselves questions about content, they think about what they don’t know about a
subject, and actively apply what they read to their own experiences. Research also indicates that
these skills can be taught. ITRI directly teaches eight distinct study skills and offer multiple
opportunities to practice the skills learned to promote comprehension (ITRI, 2006).
This action research is a direct response to the growing concern that teachers have when faced
with the kinds of reading that students encounter in the Common Core State Standards (CCSS)
and high stakes testing. In grades K-3, teachers spend inordinate amount of time teaching the
basics of learning to read and in grade four, the emphasis shifts to reading to learn. With the
common core state standards and assessments like the Partnership for Assessment of Readiness
for College and Careers (PARCC), students are asked to read informational texts about 50% of
the time and writing informative and persuasive texts about 75% of the time (Duke, 2014). The
intervention presented in this action research involved three critical reading and study skills
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(vocabulary, graphics, and main idea) from the ITRI to a class of 15 fourth graders at an urban
private school over a five week period to see if their reading and understanding increased in the
content areas of science and social studies. In addition to the core subjects, the impact on study
skills was also investigated. We also were interested in seeing if students’ attitudes about reading
informational text changed one way or another as a result of the ITRI experience. The study
sought to answer the following research questions:
1.
2.

What effect do ITRI strategies have on student attitude for reading nonfiction texts?
What effect do ITRI strategies have on student performance on study skills, science, and
social studies?
Review of Literature

The introduction of the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) for ELA/Literacy has presented a
paradigm shift in reading. These include: regular practice with complex text and its academic
language; reading, writing, and speaking grounded in evidence from text both literary and
informational; and building knowledge through content-rich nonfiction. Teachers are unprepared
for how to deal with the demands of these shifts and the assessments that follow. In the early
grades, there is an emphasis on learning to read, but educators are realizing the importance of
incorporating more attention on content area literacy instruction. Vacca, Vacca, & Gove (2000)
states that elementary teachers view their responsibilities in a reading program primarily in terms
of skill and strategy development motivated by the process of how to guide children’s reading
development. However, the concern for the content of the reading program should be just as
important as the process. Sometimes the student’s exposure to exposition in the elementary
grades can be attributed to a narrow range of materials like content area textbooks or basal
readers. In one study of basal readers, only 20% of the pages in second, fourth, and sixth grade
were devoted to informational literature (Moss and Newton, 2002). However Duke (2014)
opined that in this information age, the importance of being able to read and write informational
texts critically and well cannot be overstated. This stance is supported by Fountas & Pinnell
(2006) who stated, “Informational literacy is central to success, and even survival, in schooling,
the workplace and the community” (p. 418). Despite the obvious motivation for teaching with
informational texts, there are unique demands to reading and writing with nonfiction that make
this endeavor a challenge for both students and teachers.
As indicated earlier, the shift from learning to read to reading to learn in the elementary grades is
difficult. Most children learn to read with narrative writing and some even enter school with a
developed schema for stories. Around fourth grade, students make the shift to more content area
reading and writing. By nature content area textbooks rely heavily on the expository style of
writing, description, classification, and explanation and make the textbook dry and uninteresting,
especially to a novice reader. According to Vacca, Vacca & Gove (2000), children find textbooks
difficult and there is a mismatch between reading abilities that students bring to text material and
some of the difficulties of the text. As a result, teachers often avoid textbook use in the
classroom. Some even avoid difficult reading material all together. Unfortunately, children learn
at a very early age to focus narrowly on finding the right answers to questions that accompany
the reading assignment. Vacca, Vacca, & Goss (2000) further added: “This mind set inhibits
children’s ability to read literary and informative texts at high levels of literacy” (p. 440). With
the increase in accountability in reading and writing in the content areas within the CCSS and the
high stakes testing that accompany it, there is a definite need to approach the features of content
rich informational text with particular strategies.
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Inquiry-based experiences with nonfiction is an important aspect of the conversation. According
to Moss (2005), it is essential to provide students with immersion in content through inquirybased experiences. Inquiry based learning experiences focus on the students own questions about
a topic and their curiosity is what drives the learning. Students are encouraged to organize and
share their information with an audience through a variety of forms such as writing, multimedia
presentations, debates, etc. Experts agree that if today’s students are to acquire the literacy skills
to be successful in the twenty-first century, they need to be able to not just read informational
texts, but read them critically, evaluating their truth and relevance. Also, teaching common
expository text structures facilitates reading and writing and students who learn to use the
organization and structure of informational texts are better able to comprehend and retain the
information found in them. According to Ogle & Blachowicz (2002), “Proficient readers of
informational texts are actively engaged and purposeful in their reading; attend to both the
external physical organization of text and its internal structure; and employ a wide range of
strategies designed to facilitate their understanding of this text type” (p. 30).
Fountas & Pinnell (2006) advocated for small group work when dealing with nonfiction texts.
They say that as teachers of reading, we want to be sure that students not only read a wide variety
of nonfiction texts but also that they comprehend them in a way that helps them grow in their
ability to learn from informational text. Guided reading can build a reader’s ability to process
expository texts, whether biographical or informational. Adults continue to use factual texts
throughout their lives and this is what the Common Core State Standards encourage. Reading
with this kind of goal means teachers must provide effective small group reading instruction
based on nonfiction texts.
Plan of Action to Implement Research
Teachers need support when teaching informational text strategies and when preparing
for the current demands of state standards and high stakes testing. We chose to implement some
of the Informational Text Reading Inventory (ITRI) skills/strategies over a total of five weeks
with a class of fourth grade students. (Note: Skills and strategies are used interchangeably
throughout the paper). The teacher, Mrs. Pang (pseudonym), expressed a direct interest in
professional development in content area reading instruction and also indicated a lot of
apprehension over the approaching PARCC assessment that her students were about to take. She
had concerns about the content of these exams and how her students would perform. They were
definitely unprepared. We suggested implementing some of the ITRI strategies as a way to
address her desire for gaining new approaches for content area reading instruction and as a way
to prepare for the content rich and text dependent questions that students would encounter on the
PARCC. Mrs. Pang was made to choose three strategies from the ITRI that were the most
pressing for her students. In general, we wanted to see if the presentation of the strategies and the
time allotted for strategy practice with different content area texts were effective. We chose to
introduce each strategy with the students through the use of a small group setting as Fountas &
Pinnell (2006) advocated in their practice of guided reading. We wanted to be sure to scaffold the
strategies with the students before they had opportunity to practice them on their own. We began
by creating a schedule for Mrs. Pang to follow as the intervention was implemented (See
Appendix A).
Research Design and Methodology
This is an action research in which quantitate data in the form of test scores were used in the
analysis. In addition to the scores obtained from the diagnostic and follow up assessments, a
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survey instrument was also given to the participants. Because this is an action research that
involved the actions of multiple researchers and a classroom teacher, it can be classified as a
collaborative action research. According to Hendricks (2013), “A collaboration action research is
a system or action research in which multiple researchers from school and university settings
work together to study educational programs… and the goal is to utilize the expertise of the
collaborators to foster sustained dialogue among educational stakeholders in different settings.”
(p. 17).
For the first week of the study, three Diagnostic assessments from the ITRI were given to the
students (See Appendix B). These initial assessments identified the students reading ability in
three of the critical skill areas that were worked on during the intervention. There are a total of
eight critical reading skills in the ITRI framework, but only three were presented to the students
during this intervention for the sake of time. These are vocabulary, graphics, and main idea skills.
The three diagnostic assessments administered included a timed reading tool followed by a tool
including content from a science textbook and the other from a social studies textbook. During
the first week, students were also given an Informational Text Reading Inventory and an
Informational Text Self-Assessment Survey (See Appendices C and D). For the next three
weeks, the three skills areas from the ITRI were presented. On Mondays the strategy was
introduced and the students were divided into three small groups to practice the strategy with
support (See Appendix E). The three action researchers each worked with a group while the
classroom teacher circled around the room to assist students when the need arose. On Tuesdays
and Thursdays students were given two other lessons/informational texts to practice the strategy
that they had already learned. They could work with a partner or individually. In the fifth and
final week of the study, the students were given follow up assessments to gather data on whether
the strategies presented during this intervention were successful. A post self-assessment survey
was also given to the students again to see if their attitudes about reading changed and if they had
new strategies to apply when they encountered the demands of nonfiction and informational text
(See Appendix F).
Findings
This action research was designed to investigate the effect of the ITRI strategies on the attitude
and performance on certain core school subjects of grade 4 students in a private elementary
school in north eastern United States. Discussion of the findings of the study is presented below.
1.

What effect do ITRI strategies have on student attitude for reading nonfiction texts?

To find the effect of the ITRI strategies on students’ attitude, participants of the study
were given the Reading for Information Inventory (Appendix C). The inventory was designed for
the investigators to have an idea about reading information ranging from the kind of books that
students are interested in reading to talking about the strategies they use in reading informational
text. Mixed results were obtained. For example, when students were asked, “Do you like reading
informational or nonfiction texts?” It was interesting that ten out of fifteen of the students
indicated that they did like reading informational texts. However, four of those students who
indicated an interest in reading nonfiction and informational text stated that they did not enjoy
reading and that it was boring. Only three of the students indicated that they used strategies for
reading informational or nonfiction texts. In the post informational text student self-assessment
survey, thirteen out of the fifteen students said that they learned new strategies when they read
informational or nonfiction texts.
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To further investigate and understand attitude of students, the instrument measuring their ideas
about informational text was administered twice (before ITRI strategies and after ITRI
strategies). (See Appendix D). The figure below shows changes from pre-assessment to postassessment.
Figure 1: Result of Informational Text Student Self-Assessment Survey

Overall, the students’ attitude changed in the positive direction. A significant change can be
noted in the response to the statement “I know how to use different strategies to help me read and
understand nonfiction or informational books.” In the pre-assessment, 32% of the students
strongly agree to this statement. However, in the post-assessment data, about 55% of students
now strongly agree to the statement. This is the general trend of the responses indicating that in
general, the exposure to the ITRI strategies accounted for the change in attitude.
2.

What effect do ITRI strategies have on student performance on study skills,
science, and social studies?
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Figure 2: Results of Students Performance in Core Subjects
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First, we attempted to decipher the effect of the ITRI strategies on study skills and two core
subjects of science and social studies. The data shows that the ITRI strategies are helping study
skills better than the two core subjects as student performance in vocabulary, graphic, and main
idea are respectively 85%, 80%, and 90%. Between the two core subjects, the impact was more
on science compared to social studies as the performance of students in science for vocabulary
was 90% and for main idea it was 80%. Compared to social studies performance which was 60%
for vocabulary and 50% for main idea, the performance in science is better.
Secondly, the team was as mentioned before, interested in the effect of the ITRI strategies on the
overall performance of students in reading and understanding vocabulary, graphics, and the main
ideas as measured by the pre-and-post assessment instruments. This is discussed below:
Figure 3: ITRI Diagnostic and Follow up Assessments
120%
100%
80%
Vocabulary

60%

Graphics

40%

Main Idea

20%
0%

Diagnostic

Follow Up

7

JOURNAL OF TEACHER ACTION RESEARCH

Figure 3 shows the results of comparing the diagnostic and follow-up assessments given to the
students. As shown by the data, these students did improve in applying the strategies that were
presented during this intervention. There was an increase in performance in vocabulary from
75% to 100%. There also was an increase from 38% to 83% in applying graphic skills. However,
the story is a little different in the skill of finding main idea in reading informational text. From
the data, the increase from diagnostic to follow-up assessment is minimal: 60% to 63%. The
students showed only a slight improvement in determining the main idea and details of the
informational texts.
Conclusion and Recommendations
As revealed by the data, there are positive changes in attitude related to reading nonfiction and
informational text as well as on reading and understanding that can be attributed to the ITRI
strategies that students were exposed to in this action research. Also, as recorded by the
diagnostic and follow –up assessment data, the ITRI strategies are helpful to students. This is
demonstrated by the students’ performance data as measured by study skills, science scores, and
social studies scores; as well as the vocab, graphics, and main idea data from the diagnostic and
follow-up assessments.
It is important to say a word or two about the process we undertook and to put certain issues in
perspective. Throughout the action research procedure, Mrs. Pang indicated her apprehension of
how the students would perform and that it might affect the data being collected. She was overly
concerned because of the difficulty she has had with this class regarding behavior this year. She
indicated that in all her years of teaching, this class has been the most challenging. When we
started the diagnostic assessments, she stated that the students were “not happy” and some saw
this as more work to do. As we introduced the strategies at the beginning of the week, the
students were always cooperative, but there were different dynamics each week that caused some
disruption during our class time together.
From what we observed in Mrs. Pang’s class, there are some issues that need to be highlighted.
One is regarding content. The content is difficult for the students and the strategies presented
cannot be mastered in encounters with just three different texts. The critical reading strategies
need to be continuously reinforced with a variety of texts, more importantly with material that is
engaging and more interesting to the students. Despite its alignment with the CCSS, the lessons
used from the ITRI were not interesting enough to engage the students. Also, there also needs to
be more of a connection between the material students encounter in nonfiction and informational
text to their own interest or inquiry. As Moss (2005) stated, immersion in content through
inquiry-based experiences is essential. Inquiry based learning experiences focus on the students
own questions about a topic and their curiosity is what drives the learning. Students also have
opportunities to organize and share their information with an audience through a variety of forms
such as writing, multimedia presentations, debates, etc. and sadly, ITRI does not include these.
Lastly, not only does Mrs. Pang’s class need continued strategy instruction in the content areas
this year, but they need opportunities to engage with the material presented to them in creative
and unique ways.
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APPENDICES
Appendix A :March-Mrs. Pang ITRI Schedule
Mond

Tuesday

Wednesday

Thursday

Friday

ay
9

10

12

13

11
Send home
Informed
Consent form

16
The Coffins
Timed Reading
Tool (5-15min)

17
Earth and Sun
Diagnostic
Science Format
Assessment (1015min)

23

24

Mrs. Nelson
introduces
herself and
Vocabulary
Lesson A:
Popcorn (Study
Skill) strategy
with whole
class.
Focus groups
meet with Mrs.
Nelson, Mrs.
Lee and Mrs.
Pang to
complete
worksheet
together. Mrs.
Nelson will
Collect and
score. (45 Min)

Mrs. Pang gives
students
Vocabulary
Lesson B:
Indiana
Dunes(Sci)
Introduce with
Background
Prompts then
allow around 20
min for students
to complete
individually,
then lead Think
About?
Discussion
Points following
the lesson.
Collect for Mrs.
Nelson to score
(Lesson 30 min
total)

30
Mrs. Nelson
introduces

18
Students
complete
Informational
Text Student
Self-Assessment
Survey (5 min)

25

19
American
Indian Tribes
Social Studies
Format
Assessment (1015min)

26

20
Students
complete
Reading for
Information
Inventory( 10
min)

27

Mrs. Pang gives
students
Vocabulary
Lesson C: Our
Planet Earth
(Soc.) Introduce
with
Background
Prompts then
allow around 20
min for students
to complete
individually,
then lead Think
About?
Discussion
Points following
the lesson.
Collect for Mrs.
Nelson to score
(Lesson 30 min
total)

31
Mrs. Pang gives
students
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Graphics
Lesson A: Sun
and Shadows
(Study Skill)
strategy with
whole class.
Focus groups
meet with Mrs.
Nelson, Mrs.
Lee and Mrs.
Pang to
complete
worksheet
together. Mrs.
Nelson will
collect and
score. (45 Min)

Graphics
Lesson B:
Dinosaur
Water (Sci)
Introduce with
Background
Prompts then
allow around 20
min for students
to complete
individually,
then lead Think
About?
Discussion
Points following
the lesson.
Collect for Mrs.
Nelson to score
(Lesson 30 min)

April-Mrs. Pang ITRI Schedule
Monday

Tuesday

Wednesday

Thursday
1

Friday
2

3

Mrs. Pang gives
students
Graphics
Lesson C:
Indiana Tax
Dollars(Soc)
Introduce with
Background
Prompts then
allow around 20
min for students
to complete
individually,
then lead Think
About?
Discussion
Points following
the lesson.
Collect for Mrs.
Nelson to score
(Lesson 30 min
total)

6

7

8

9

10
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Spring Break Spring Break
13
Mrs. Nelson
introduces
Main Idea and
Detail: A West
Baden (Study
Skill) strategy
with whole
class.
Focus groups
meet with Mrs.
Nelson, Mrs.
Lee and Mrs.
Pang to
complete
worksheet
together. Mrs.
Nelson will
collect and
score. (45 Min)

20
A Famous
Hoosier Timed
Reading Tool
(5-15min)

Spring Break

14

15

Mrs. Pang gives
students Main
Idea and Detail
Lesson
B:Saltwater
(Sci) Introduce
with Background
Prompts then
allow around 20
min for students
to complete
individually,
then lead Think
About?
Discussion
Points following
the lesson.
Collect for Mrs.
Nelson to score
(Lesson 30 min
total)

21
Indiana Gas
and Oil Boom
Follow-Up
Science Format
Assessment (1015min)

22

Spring Break
16
Mrs. Pang gives
students Main
Idea and Detail
Lesson C:Battle
of Tippecanoe
(Soc) Introduce
with Background
Prompts then
allow around 20
min for students
to complete
individually,
then lead Think
About?
Discussion
Points following
the lesson.
Collect for Mrs.
Nelson to score
(Lesson 30 min
total)

23
Money in
Indiana
Follow-Up
Social Studies
Format
Assessment (1015min)

Spring Break
17

24
Mrs. Nelson
collects Follow
Up Assessments
and Final
interview with
Mrs. Pang

Appendix B: Diagnostic Assessment Sample
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Appendix C
Reading for Information Inventory
1. What kinds of books do you like to read? (circle)
Funny

Serious

Adventure

Fantasy

Mystery

Sports
2. What types of characters do you enjoy reading about?
Musicians

Athletes

People like Me

People not Like Me

Actors
Animals

Celebrities

People my Age

3. Do you like reading informational or nonfiction texts?
(some examples are your science and social studies
textbooks, true events) Yes or No
If not, Why?
4. Do you use any special strategies when you read
informational or nonfiction texts? If so what are they?
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5. Do you read at home? What kinds of things do you read
at outside of school?
6. When you hear it is time for reading, how do you feel?
7. Do you talk about what you read with others? How?
8. Do you like to read? Why or Why not?
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Appendix D
Informational Text Student Self- Assessment Survey
Please circle the best response for your answers.
1=strongly disagree

2=disagree

3=agree

I like to read nonfiction or informational books

4=strongly agree
1

2

3

4

When I read my textbooks I understand what I read 1

2

3

4

2

3

4

2

3

4

I am good at reading nonfiction or informational books 1 2

3

4

I know how to use different strategies when I come
to words that I don’t know

1

I know how to use different strategies to help me read
and understand nonfiction or informational books

1

Appendix E

16

JOURNAL OF TEACHER ACTION RESEARCH

17

JOURNAL OF TEACHER ACTION RESEARCH

18

JOURNAL OF TEACHER ACTION RESEARCH

19

JOURNAL OF TEACHER ACTION RESEARCH

Appendix F
Post Informational Text Student Self- Assessment Survey
Please circle the best response for your answers.
1=strongly disagree

2=disagree

3=agree

I like to read nonfiction or informational books

4=strongly agree
1

2

3

4

When I read my textbooks I understand what I read 1

2

3

4

2

3

4

2

3

4

I am good at reading nonfiction or informational books 1 2

3

4

I know how to use different strategies when I come
to words that I don’t know

1

I know how to use different strategies to help me read
and understand nonfiction or informational books

1

Please answer the following questions. Explain your answers.
Did you learn any new strategies for when you read informational or nonfiction
texts? If you did, what are they?
How do you feel about reading informational of nonfiction texts after learning
the strategies that Mrs. Nelson and Mrs. Pang introduced to you?
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