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Case Study Participant 

 Melissa is a six year old who has just completed a year of full day kindergarten.  She is 

the youngest of two children in an English speaking family.  She lives in a small, rural town in 

Michigan and attends a public school in the same town.  From her parents, I learned that Melissa 

participated in a classroom in which a whole language approach was utilized for language 

instruction.  Phonics instruction would begin in first grade.  I thought it would be interesting to 

study a student who has just completed kindergarten after completing the analysis of a student of 

kindergarten entrance age in a previous case study. 

 

Tools for Assessing Motivational Attributes 

 This case study was conducted over a two week period and included four sessions.  In 

session one, Melissa and I completed several interest inventories (See Appendix), as well as, 

some general discussions about language class and school in general.  During this session, 

Melissa let me know that while she liked school, she would much rather be wrestling or 

cheerleading (two activities found on the Reading Interest/Attitude Survey).  There were many 

other physically active choices on the interest inventory that appealed to Melissa.  However, she 

also claimed to enjoy writing letters, and reading various items.  In fact, she seemed interested in 

most of the activities listed on this survey.  From this, I assume that she enjoys being physically 

active and being outside with animals.  Her survey is also evidence that she is willing to try new 

things regardless of past experience or failures.  From the Elementary Reading Attitude Survey 

and Primary Grade Writing Survey and consequent conversations about both, Melissa also thinks 

reading and writing can be fun and thinks she is capable in both areas.     
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Ways in Which Motivation Affects Student Literacy Learning 

 The inventories, surveys and conversations mentioned above show that Melissa is an 

active student who is fairly confident.  While she admits to making mistakes in several areas, she 

also shows interest in trying new things.  This shows that Melissa is willing to take risks; 

hopefully this willingness will translate into her education.  Melissa was eager to do this “work” 

with me and show her newly acquired reading ability on some of the inventories and surveys.  

Because of this new skill, Melissa was very willing to participate in reading and writing activities 

with me.  I assume that this bit of success will motivate her in the near future.  However, she did 

not seem overly interested in reading for pleasure (other than horse stories) or books in general.  

I think that more success and exposure will be necessary before more interest is shown in books.  

For the present time, her emergent reading skills are motivating her to learn more about language 

and acquire even more skills in the areas of reading and writing. 

 

Tactics for increasing motivation 

 In our sessions, Melissa proved to be a fairly highly motivated learner.  She was eager to 

demonstrate her abilities and appeared eager to please.  She did not always show signs of 

intrinsic motivation to learn.  To increase this motivation, Melissa was introduced to various 

texts on a variety of topics.  We also utilized her beginning reading skills for numerous reasons.  

Highlighting the possibilities of topics and reasons for reading through this exposure seemed to 

increase Melissa’s motivation.  In addition to these new texts and purposes, I tried to offer 

familiar texts of interest to Melissa, written at an appropriate reading level.  Offering these texts 

is important because it offers Melissa the opportunity to read successfully and purposefully.  In 

addition, I tried to incorporate as much physical activity as possible and present activities and 
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assessments in a game-like manner.  This should appeal to Melissa who is very active and 

somewhat competitive.   

 

Tools for Screening Language and Learning Limitations 

 To determine whether Melissa showed any evidence of any limitations with respect to 

language or learning in general, I decided to conduct some assessments during our second 

session.  During this session, Melissa was just as eager to show off her new reading skills.  The 

assessments highlighted Melissa’s current abilities and were then compared to the kindergarten 

language standards for Michigan.  I was unable to highlight any areas of limitations during this 

session. In fact, Melissa’s abilities seemed aligned with the language expectations in place in 

Michigan.   

 We began our session with an assessment covering the concepts of print (See Appendix).  

Melissa was able to demonstrate knowledge of these concepts with ease.  She had no difficulty 

completing the tasks listed for concepts of book-orientation, directionality, and letter and word 

concepts.  She was also able to read two pages in her self chosen reading selection, Little Black, 

A Pony, written by Walter Farley.  The results of this assessment prove that Melissa has the 

knowledge necessary to read a book and is not merely memorizing familiar stories.  She has 

made the connection between what is written on the page and what needs to be spoken, as well 

as where and how to look when reading a text. 

 Our second assessment highlighted Melissa’s ability to manipulate phonemes.  The 

Yopp-Singer Test of Phoneme Segmentation (See Appendix) was presented as a game.  Melissa 

began the activity correctly segmenting the three practice items of the test.  However, some 

bicycling children then captured and held her attention.  While she was able to complete the first 
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three real words, she then began a pattern of segmenting only the beginning sound from the rest 

of the word.  For example, number eight on the test is the word that.  Melissa segmented this 

word into “the – at” instead of “th-a-t”.  She continued adding the “uh” sound after the beginning 

sound in each word.  This process is typical of beginning readers, as Gambrell, Morrow, & 

Pressley state: 

“Blending and segmenting are not easy for many children.  In 

general, it is easier for them to segment off the beginning letters – 

the onset – from the rest of the word – the rhyme – than it is to 

separate all the sounds.” (2007, p.164) 

 

 Melissa was able to segment a word immediately after hearing an example.  However, as 

the test progressed, she was only able to recognize the beginning sound in the given word.  

While the above quote is the probable reason for these results, the results of this study may also 

reflect Melissa’s desire to be outside riding her bicycle on a beautiful sunny day.  Her goal may 

have been to complete the task as quickly as possible instead of as correctly as possible.  

However, after completing another assessment on phoneme manipulation, the Non-Word 

Decoding Test, I decided that it would be beneficial to include activities focusing on phoneme 

manipulation in subsequent sessions.  During this assessment, Melissa was able to identify the 

sound of a given letter in each non-word, but unable to blend the sounds together in all but four 

of the words.  This, too, shows Melissa’s lack of phonetic training.  Games and activities focused 

on blending and segmenting phonemes should improve her ability to use phonemes to decode 

new words encountered during independent reading. 

 The Dolch basic sight word list was very familiar to Melissa.  She admitted that she 

“didn’t know all her words” when she spied the assessment.  She was able to complete the first 
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ten words from List One of the word list (See Appendix).  After this point, she was able to 

identify only two of the remaining ten.  From this assessment, I concluded that Melissa needed to 

increase her bank of sight words in order to improve reading and writing fluency.  To do this I 

planned games that focused on acquiring these words. 

 The final assessment conducted in session two was the Schonell Spelling Test (Form 

B)(See Appendix).  Melissa was asked to spell the first ten words and five more from the next 

twenty words.  At this point, I felt the words were becoming too difficult and decided to quit.  

Melissa used an air writing strategy to complete her words.  It seemed that she had memorized 

what some of the words looked like and used the air writing to recall the correct spelling.  

However, when she encountered a word that she had not memorized, she tried to use her 

knowledge of letters to help write the word.  For example, for the word ran on number five, 

Melissa wrote r-a-i-n showing a connection between what she hears and what is written.  In this 

instance of an n-controlled a, Melissa added an extra letter (i) to the word to account for the 

different vowel sound.  More phonetic instruction would prepare her for reading and spelling 

these words in the future. 

 While the above assessments highlighted some areas that needed attention, I do not feel 

that Melissa’s ability are outside the normal range for a student of her age and grade completion.  

The assessments prove that Melissa has adequate acquisition of language learning and does not 

show any characteristics of limitations at this point.  

 

Phonological awareness for reading and Spelling 

 Once it had been determined that Melissa had no noticeable language learning limitations 

to consider, I felt it was necessary to begin sessions three with some phoneme manipulations to 
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improve her phonological awareness.  Melissa was engaged in a word building activity in which 

she was told the word being “built”.  She then used small squares with phonemes written on 

them to physically build the word.  Once this was completed, Melissa wrote the phonemes in the 

word while saying them out loud.  After reading her written word aloud, Melissa identified the 

different phonemes again, by segmenting the written word into it’s various phonemes.  The 

process was repeated for several words.   

 In addition to phoneme manipulation, we played rhyming games to strengthen Melissa’s 

awareness of different phonemes.  One such game involved a deck of cards with consonants, 

blends, and digraphs.  I would start with a word such as at.  Melissa would then draw a card from 

the pile and use the phoneme on the card to create a rhyming word.  Melissa was very motivated 

to complete the game because of the use of humor that was evident in the nonsense words that 

resulted.  The words quat, wat, and zat were created, but also real words such as flat, hat, and 

that.  Another game offering humorous motivation was one adapted from the book and song 

Down by the Bay.  This song and story identifies rhyming pairs that are easily portrayed with 

pictures such as, fly wearing a tie, bear combing his hair, and dragon pulling a wagon.  We used 

the theme of Down by the Bay to create our own rhyming pictures.  Melissa seemed to enjoy 

creating a rhyming pair of words, drawing a matching picture, and writing the accompanying 

sentence (See Appendix). 

 Exposure to rhyme and manipulation of phonemes both help Melissa connect the sounds 

she uses in her speech with the letters she sees in print and uses to spell and write (Gambrell, 

Morrow, & Pressley, 2007).  Since Melissa had difficulty in spelling and segmenting during 

initial assessments, this activity was important for her language learning.  Although exposure to 
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these things is important, it is crucial to include them as part of “broader (literacy) program” that 

includes instruction in all area of literature (Gambrell, Morrow, &Presley, 2007). 

 

Phonics and Structural Analysis for Reading and Spelling 

 I also used the above mentioned activity to point out specific phonics rules of the 

language.  During these sessions, I included specific words in our word building and segmenting 

game to highlight these rules.  One specific rule that Melissa was unaware of was the instance of 

r and n controlled vowels, as shown in the spelling assessment completed in an earlier session.  

During the phoneme manipulation activity, I included words that emphasized the rule of 

consonant controlled vowels.  For example, during our third session, Melissa built the word far.  

After building the word and writing it while saying the phonemes, I stopped Melissa in order to 

point out the different vowel sound.  We then analyzed a small group of other r-controlled a 

words including car, star, and guitar.  Melissa was then asked to identify other examples and 

came up with bar and jar.  We also discussed the rhyme involved in these examples and noticed 

the spelling patterns of the words that had been identified. 

  In addition to new phonics instruction, I took time in our sessions to address an 

issue that I noticed in the Yopp-Singer Test of Phoneme Segmentation.  Melissa continually 

added an extra phoneme, uh, to the end of the beginning sounds of the words included in this 

assessment.  To show her the importance of this sound I demonstrated how to identify sounds 

and blend appropriately to read a word.  I then demonstrated how the results would change if I 

added the “uh”.  For example in the word frog, I identified the sounds f-er-aw-g and blended 

them into frog.  I then identified the sounds with the added “uh”, fuh-ruh-aw-guh and blended 

them into fuhruhawguh.  Melissa found this amusing, but also noticed her error.  To help her 
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remember this rule of phonemes, we named the extra sound an "uggle" monster.  During 

subsequent readings and activities, I would let her know that an “uggle” monster was getting in 

the way of her reading and she would remember to eliminate the added “uh” phoneme. 

 Teaching phonics rules in isolation does little to aid in furthering language understanding 

for students.  As Gambrell, Morrow, and Pressley state,  

“Activities designed to develop phonemic awareness should be 

done in the context of reading and writing so that children develop 

the other concepts necessary for successful beginning reading” 

(2007, p.162).   

 Introducing the rule of consonant controlled vowels during an activity such as the one 

mentioned above shows the phonics rule in context of reading and writing.  This allows for a 

deeper understanding and a greater chance of retention and future use. It is important to note that 

in each session, regardless of the beginning activity, Melissa was always engaged in actual 

reading at some point, thus, making the connection between the rule and actual reading of the 

text.  If sessions should continue, more phonics rules could be introduced using this and other 

activities, as well as, during student and teacher read aloud sessions. 

   

Vocabulary 

 While I did not conduct a formal assessment of vocabulary in our initial sessions, I did 

feel it important to address this topic as Melissa is still a beginning reader.  During our sessions, 

Melissa would choose a reading selection from a variety of texts.  Before completing the reading, 

we would look at those words that might prove difficult to comprehend during reading.  At this 

time we employed a decoding strategy to read the word in isolation.  Then, I would read the 

remaining page to assist Melissa in utilizing context and picture cues to determine meaning.  
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While not necessary in our few sessions, we did talk about using other references as further tools 

to determine meaning.  Assisting Melissa in understanding the meaning of unknown words 

encountered during reading will increase her vocabulary, while demonstrating techniques for 

discovering meaning will help her with future unknown terms. This type of “supportive 

instruction” is necessary for students to develop vocabulary (Gambrell, Morrow, & Pressley, 

2007, p.186). 

 To ensure that Melissa is actually increasing her vocabulary, future sessions should 

include activities which require her to use newly found words.  One example would be to include 

vocabulary terms in a comprehension activity.  After reading a story, Melissa could write about, 

speak about, or act out something that the story, characters, or other aspect of the book made her 

think about or question.  Including the newly acquired terms in these different activities would 

assess Melissa’s vocabulary acquisition and “depth of (vocabulary) knowledge”, (Gambrell, 

Morrow, & Pressley, 2007, p.  193). 

 

Reading Fluency 

 During our initial sessions, I noticed that Melissa’s reading sometimes became very 

choppy and disconnected.  While typical of beginning readers, I felt it necessary to address this 

issue in our fourth session.  To assist Melissa in becoming a more proficient reader, it is 

important to help her recognize words “instantly and effortlessly”, (Gambrell, Morrow, & 

Pressley, 2007, p.205).  To do this, we began the session with a game of sight word bingo.  

Melissa was first given a bingo card with 16 blank squares.  In order to fill it in, I randomly 

selected 16 words from the first 20 words of the Dolch Basic Sight Word List.  As I read the 

word, Melissa first segmented the word orally and spelled the word on her card (sometimes 
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requiring assistance).  Once the card was complete, we placed the selected word cards in a box.  I 

drew cards out and read the word aloud without allowing Melissa to see the word.  Melissa then 

continued playing until her card displayed a bingo.  When a bingo was achieved, Melissa was 

required to read aloud the words from her card.  If unable to read, we would decode together and 

resume play.  The game would end in a trip to the prize box, only if Melissa was able to read 

each word included in the bingo. 

 After this activity, Melissa chose a book from a previously selected group based on 

inclusion of sight words.  Together, we read the book, using decoding strategies and picture cues 

if necessary.  Then, I read the book aloud while Melissa followed along in her own copy.  

Finally, Melissa read the book aloud while I followed along.  

 While the sight word activity assists Melissa in reading “quickly and accurately”, 

repetition of the text will assist Melissa in reading fluently as it increases reading expression or 

prosody, “the second component of fluency”, (Gambrell, Morrow, & Pressley, 2007, p. 205-

206).  If sessions were to continue, I would employ other sight word building activities such as 

sight word memory or sight word searches through the newspaper to build her bank of sight 

words.  After several sessions it would be necessary to reassess Melissa using the Dolch Basic 

Sight Word list and adjust or continue lessons accordingly based on the results.  In addition, 

repeated readings would continue during the sessions, as well as, at home with parents or 

siblings.  Another way to increase the number of readings is to include partner reading with peers 

and younger students.   Repeated readings of the text will increase Melissa’s exposure to words, 

thus, enabling her to store them in her long term memory (Gambrell, Morrow, & Pressley, 2007). 
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Conclusion 

 Melissa proved to be a very motivated kindergarten graduate.  While she was lacking 

some essential skills at the beginning of our sessions, she was quick to acquire and use the new 

strategies.  The only challenge I found when working with Melissa was her need to be physically 

active.  Including game-like activities seemed to help Melissa focus during our sessions.  

However, I would have liked to utilize even more physical movement into these sessions.  

Perhaps acting out stories using costumes or designing sets would be activities where Melissa 

could show her comprehension of stories and include her enjoyment of physical activity.  At any 

rate, I found all the activities mentioned above very useful in my sessions with Melissa.  

Including the games at the beginning of our sessions proved helpful in focusing Melissa’s 

attention on the desired skills and focal point of the lesson.  These skills could then be utilized 

during actual reading and built upon at the end of the reading.  If Melissa had not been motivated 

to read and write, I believe these game-like activities would prove effective in doing so.  As 

teachers, it is important to recognize that there are many options for presenting material.  

Students are sometimes pleasantly surprised by innovative approaches to lesson presentation.  

Utilizing these different approaches might increase the motivation of students previously labeled 

unmotivated language learners. 
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Clear, consistent, and 
convincing evidence that 
standards have been 
addressed with case study 
students 
 

 X   I could have used more 
sources to provide 
convincing evidence 

Description: Accurately and 
precisely explains elements or 
features of events, persons, 
concepts, or strategies under 
investigation 
 

X     

Analysis: Interprets and 
examines how students 
responded, the factors that 
influenced these responses, 
supported by specific evidence 
and examples  
 

X     

Reflection: Provides a 
rationale and justification for  
teaching actions and an 
understanding of future actions 
 

 X   More sources could 
have been referenced to 
justify actions. 

 *Course topical areas are 
addressed in each type of 
writing (description, analysis, 
and reflection) 

*Contracted number of 
subtopics 
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of writing mechanics 
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