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Literacy Learner Case Study 1: 

Elementary  

 

Student Description 

 

 Caleb is a seven year old boy who has finished first grade and will be entering the second at a 

parochial Catholic school in Lansing, Michigan.  Caleb is a native English speaker; his mother is a 

secondary school teacher in the local public school system with a Bachelor’s Degree, and his father is a 

high school graduate.  His parents describe Caleb as a bright child, a strong reader and thinker, but  “a 

bit behind” in emotional maturity and socialization.  Though he had many friends and is well liked by 

his teacher, Caleb has had some problems in the classroom with anger and frustration (refusal to do 

tasks, obstinacy toward teachers and parent volunteers, silliness and class disruptions, crying, yelling, 

etc.) and has had to be removed to the principal’s office on several occasions to calm down and to 

reduce disruptions to the goings-on of the class.  On his report cards, Caleb has consistently been 

marked “satisfactory plus” in reading, vocabulary, and comprehension.  He has been marked “needs 

improvement” in handwriting and following instructions.   

 I chose Caleb for this case study because through assessment, analysis and reflection, I was 

hoping to see if Caleb’s strengths and challenges as a literacy learner might correlate to times when his 

frustration and anger level are peaked.  Through analysis of assessment, I was interested to see if there 

are types of lessons that can address his challenges and help him to improve in the areas in which he 

struggles.  Because his parents described him as a strong reader, I was also interested in assessing his 

strengths as a literacy learner and creating lessons to challenge him further, fostering a feeling of success 

in the classroom. 

Individual Motivation Differences 

 The first time I met with Caleb, we discussed the purpose of our meetings and he asked many 

questions.  I answered his questions honestly; he seemed to want to know that I wasn’t judging him.  I 



explained that he was helping me with my schoolwork, and if he let me, I could help him with his. It was 

important to me that I build trust and openness between us; I wanted Caleb to feel safe and supported to 

encourage him to work cooperatively with me and be motivated to work independently as well 

(Standard IV).  Since Standard III includes knowledge of literacy learners’ interests and values to better 

develop engaging learning experiences, I thought that a good way to start our work together would be to 

conduct some interest assessments; this would help him to understand that our focus was reading and 

writing, while helping me to find out about his interests (to better choose reading material and writing 

topics) and to gauge his feelings toward different aspects of literacy learning.   

Subtopic 1:  Reading Interest 

 I administered the Elementary Reading Attitude Survey (Appendix: Artifact 1) first and we 

talked about many of his answers.  I noticed that his responses were very positive overall (excited or 

pleased) when he had autonomy over the types of reading material he read and when he could read, but 

on the negative side (bored or frustrated) when faced with reading things not of his own choice or during 

structured school time.  He replied that he enjoyed reading books during free time at school, reading for 

fun at home, going to the bookstore, reading different kinds of books, and using the dictionary (“I like 

looking up new words”).  He stated that he likes learning from books, but qualified his answer by 

stating, “not from school books – from Eyewitness books and stuff about how things work.”  His 

responses for most questions about reading at school were mostly “bored”, and he answered “angry or 

frustrated” when asked about his feelings about reading from his reading books at school (Ribbons or 

Mr. Fig) – stating that the comprehension questions were “too easy” and that Mr.Fig was “for babies.” 

Caleb’s responses to the reading interest inventory were consistent and clear.  Because his 

attitude toward reading in general was positive, but responses about reading at school were for the most 

part negative, I started to think that Caleb’s reading level might be above what he was expected to read 

in the classroom and therefore unchallenging – what he would call “for babies.”  In fact, one of the only 

positive responses he gave about reading required material at school was about taking reading tests – 

something that he excelled at and therefore felt good about.   



Based on this information, it would then be important to assess Caleb’s phonological awareness, 

structural analysis for reading, reading fluency, vocabulary and reading comprehension in order to 

ascertain his reading level compared with the reading level of the materials assigned at school.  Much of 

his frustration may be stemming from being unchallenged during these lessons in the classroom.  It is 

important to note that Caleb is close to satisfying the Grade Level Content Expectations for Reading 

Attitude (2
nd

 grade) – he is enthusiastic about reading and does substantial reading on his own, but has 

yet to develop this enthusiasm in school as much as at home.  

Subtopic 2:  Writing Interest 

 I administered The Parallel Bar writing interest survey (Appendix: Artifact 2) to Caleb during 

our first meeting as well.  Again, his responses were overwhelmingly positive about writing in diverse 

genres and about various topics of his own choice.  In fact, he answered only six of the twenty-eight 

questions negatively, and sixteen of the twenty-two positive answers were at the highest end of the scale 

(excited).  Three of the negative answers centered around school-based writing, such as writing about 

something he did in science or social studies (boring), or the prospect of writing more in school 

(frustrated/angry).  The other three negative answers had to do with keeping a diary and writing about 

events in his life (boring), and writing a story instead of watching TV (frustrated/angry).   

 Though Caleb’s overall attitude toward writing seemed to be good, he stated many times that it 

depends on whether or not he can choose what he writes about and when.  For example, he was excited 

by the idea of writing a journal for class, but much less enthusiastic if the teacher decided upon the 

topic.  In talking with Caleb’s parents, I found out that he had had many frustrated episodes during 

journal time in the morning (an every day activity), and that he often rushed through it to get to free 

time, which was scheduled directly afterward.  His teacher insisted he complete the assignment each 

time, and that he redo it if it was not up to standards.  This is when much of the obstinacy occurred. 

 Along with assessing reading level and ability, looking at Caleb’s writing skills was important as 

well.  Comparing these results with his interest surveys might give me a better understanding of how his 

ability and interest affect his academic and emotional response to writing.  Developing lessons to 



increase his enthusiasm about writing and learning to write is important to move him toward the 2
nd

 

Grade Level Standard of Writing Attitude. 

Core Components of Effective Literacy Instruction 

 Assessing Caleb’s reading abilities, spelling, comprehension, vocabulary and writing skills are 

important to inform and guide subsequent literacy assessment and instruction (Standard I).  These 

assessments, paired with knowledge of the Grade Level Standards for 2
nd

 grade (Standard II), helped me 

to choose further activities that are engaging and instructional (Standard V).   

Subtopic 3:  Phonics and Structural Analysis for Reading 

 During our second session, I assessed Caleb’s application of phonics and structural analysis by 

administering the Dolch Basic Sight Word List and the San Diego Quick Assessment.  Caleb was able to 

correctly and quickly recognize and read all 220 words on the Dolch Assessment.  Using the San Diego 

Quick Assessment, I was able to place Caleb’s instructional reading level at Grade 6; he read all words 

correctly without self-correction through Grade 5, and missed three words on the Grade 6 list 

(apparatus, necessity, and relativity).  During this last assessment, Caleb used strong phonological 

awareness and knowledge of phonics and word structure to attempt the decoding of these words.  

Though he missed three words, he pronounced the correct number of syllables for each word, though 

stressing the wrong syllable. 

 Looking at Caleb’s report cards and communications sent home by his classroom teacher, I 

learned that Caleb had been working with a “Level M” reading book (Ribbons) in his first grade year.  

According to the parent information sheet provided by the school, Level M is considered to be Grade 3 

reading level.  Since Caleb’s instructional reading level seems to be three full levels above this, perhaps 

this accounts for some of his boredom and frustration during reading time at school.  Because of limited 

support staff and programs, the school does not have a pull-out or enrichment program for students until 

the third grade.  Because of Caleb’s emotional immaturity, I don’t think that sending him to an upper 

grade for reading would be the best solution; putting him in a peer tutoring role might be a better way to 

address Caleb’s interest level while helping him to develop a feeling of success in the classroom by 



functioning in a tutor-type role.  This may help him to address his socialization issues as well.  Another 

strategy to challenge Caleb to further develop his reading level and vocabulary would be to provide him 

with challenging and engaging reading material for independent reading time, along with homework 

better matched to his instructional reading level.  Caleb seems to have met the Grade Level Standards in 

Phonemic Awareness and Phonics (2
nd

 Grade), and is very close to meeting the standards for 2
nd

 grade 

Word Recognition. 

Subtopic 4:  Phonics and Structural Analysis for Spelling 

 To assess Caleb’s spelling skills, I used the Schonell Spelling Test – Form B (Appendix: Artifact 

3).  Caleb was able to spell the first three lists (ten words each) without error, missing two words in the 

fourth list and five words in the fifth list.  It was not until the sixth list that Caleb misspelled six words in 

a row (at which time the test is to be stopped).  By dividing the number of words spelled correctly by 

ten, and adding 5, Caleb’s spelling age was assessed at 9.5 after conversion.  Using the traditional age 

range for grade school students, this puts Caleb at a Grade 4-5 spelling level. 

 Looking at his spelling assessment, it is apparent that Caleb has a firm grasp on phonemic 

awareness, phonics and word structure.  For example, he misspelled the word “while” as “wile” – 

exhibiting an understanding of the silent “e” and long vowel sound.  Also, he showed strong word 

pattern recognition when spelling “headache” as “headace.”  Because many of these words are not on 

his vocabulary lists from school and are generally at a higher reading/spelling level, it seems that 

Caleb’s interest in and exposure to higher levels of reading material have helped him to develop his 

spelling skills at a higher level as well.  It seems that Caleb has satisfied the Grade Level Expectation for 

2
nd

 grade spelling as well, but I will have to assess his spelling in the context of writing to gauge this 

more concretely. 

Subtopic 5:  Reading Fluency 

 To assess Caleb’s oral reading fluency, I chose the first chapter of Jerry Spinelli’s novel, Maniac 

Magee.  Caleb had not read this book before, and by using his reading interest inventory to guide me, I 

thought he would find it engaging due to the legendary child as a main character.  I copied the passage 



for myself, and using the guidelines listed in the Oral Reading Accuracy section of the Reading Rockets 

website (www.readingrockets.org/article/3412#accuracy), noted Caleb’s miscues as he read (Appendix: 

Artifact 4).  Though this book is considered to be Grade 6 reading level, Caleb made few errors (eleven 

total miscues).  Caleb inserted words twice, both times without changing the inherent meaning of the 

text.  He substituted one word (“the” for “his”) and repeated one, pronounced correctly.  He also paused 

to use decoding skills to sound out three words (“accurate”, “bulging” and “Lionel”) – attempting to 

self-correct and eventually pronouncing the word.  He only mispronounced two words – “Schuylkill” 

(an unknown word) and “chorus” – after attempting to use the appropriate decoding skills.  The first was 

mispronounced as “school – kill” and the other as a “ch” blend as in “chunk”.  Both words were 

mispronounced using rules that do apply to other words with these same letter patters, showing word 

pattern recognition and phonological awareness to decode words.  These would be classified as “good 

errors” according to the Oral Reading Accuracy guidelines.  

As he read aloud, I noticed at once that he picked up on the book’s humor because he laughed at 

appropriate passages – proving his comprehension of the text as he read aloud.  I also noticed that Caleb 

was able to use inflection and verbal expression as he read, giving evidence to strong oral reading 

fluency.  Due to the number of miscues, the text seemed challenging yet manageable for Caleb.  He 

seemed disappointed that we weren’t going to read more, but when I explained that I had checked the 

book out in his name from the library (his mother lent me his library card), he was excited to continue 

reading on his own.   

Subtopic 6:  Reading Comprehension/Vocabulary 

 Before reading together, I generated a list of comprehension questions about the passage.  I 

included questions that would assess basic comprehension of plot, characters and setting, but also 

questions that incorporated vocabulary assessment and connections to prior knowledge (Appendix: 

Artifact 5).  Caleb was able to answer the questions about plot, characters and setting easily.  He used 

context clues from the text and prior knowledge to effectively decode vocabulary terms that he was 

previously unfamiliar with as well.  For example, when asked how old Maniac Magee was when he 

http://www.readingrockets.org/article/3412#accuracy


became an orphan, Caleb correctly replied, “Three.”  Since the text explicitly states that Maniac became 

an orphan at three, I asked, “What is an orphan?”  Caleb replied that an orphan is “somebody whose 

parents die and they have to go live with somebody else.”  He was able to incorporate the story behind 

the death of Maniac’s parents into his understanding of the term orphan.  This shows that Caleb can use 

the context of a story to decode the meaning of new words effectively.  He was able to do this using 

prior knowledge when asked about Maniac’s status as a legend.  When asked the question, “What is a 

legend?” Caleb replied by stating that “it’s the story behind something.”  I asked him to explain, and he 

compared it to the legend of Pokemon – how the characters in this popular trading-card based cartoon 

came to be.  I asked Caleb if legends were true, and he said “not always, because everybody thought that 

Maniac was born in a dump.  He was really born in a house.  People thought he was born in a dump 

because he ran away…and they made up stories about him because he acted weird at the show and 

started screaming and running away from his aunt and uncle.”  Caleb was able to apply knowledge of 

his previous experience with the word “legend” to his comprehension in this context, as well as extend 

that knowledge through attention to details as he read aloud. 

 Because of Caleb’s high level of reading comprehension, decoding of vocabulary and 

connections made, I can see why he might be bored with simple stories such as Mr. Fig.  He is able to 

make relatively complex connections between literature and his own experiences, and wants to be 

challenged in his thinking.  Again, more reading level appropriate and engaging texts would help Caleb 

to be engaged and interested at school.  Looking at the Grade Level Standards for 2
nd

 grade, Caleb is 

close to meeting or has met many of the standards in fluency, narrative text, comprehension, 

metacognition and is working toward meeting standards in discourse. 

Subtopic 7:  Writing Fluency 

 Conducting writing assessment with Caleb was a very different experience when compared with 

the reading assessments we had worked on together.  Where Caleb was willing and compliant during the 

reading assessments, he was silly and uncooperative during the writing processes.  As soon as I 

mentioned that we would be writing during our meeting, he began to complain and ask for more 



“reading games”.  Using his writing interest survey, I discussed with him possible topics for a writing 

sample, and he eventually chose his dad.  I asked him to use any strategies that he had learned in school 

to help him with his writing.  He told me about TAP – Topic, Audience, Planning – and wrote a short 

note about this at the top of his paper.  Because I wanted to assess how he wrote on his own, I did not 

intervene in this writing process, other than to encourage him when he became distracted or frustrated.  

He identified his dad as the topic, himself as the audience, and wrote “none” after the P for Planning 

(Appendix: Artifact 6).   

 After this, Caleb seemed unsure of how to start.  He again complained that he didn’t want to do 

this and that the assignment was too hard.  I asked him what types of planning he had learned about in 

school, and he replied that he could make a web or draw a picture.  I asked him if doing one of these 

planning strategies would help him to get started, and which one would work best.  He agreed that it 

might help, and chose to make a web.  Again, I decided to let him make the web on his own to best 

assess his understanding of the web-planning concept.  He drew a series of circles, the middle circle 

being the topic of “Dad” with three branches – “He is fun”, “He watches TV with me” and “He does 

stuff with me” (Appendix: Artifact 7).   

 Caleb then began writing.  His first two statements took on somewhat of a list format (“My Dad: 

He is fun I love him.  We do stuff together these are them:…”).  Caleb began to get frustrated about 

coming up with more ideas, putting his head down on the table and at one point threatening to rip the 

paper.  He began to whine that this assessment was too hard.  We paused in the writing process and read 

what he had written together, and I praised his ideas so far.  I encouraged him to brainstorm further 

about the kinds of activities he enjoys doing with his father, and we talked about his dad for awhile.  

After verbalizing his ideas, he seemed more confident and enthusiastic about writing them down, so we 

continued with the assessment.  He was able to write quite a few sentences, filling a page double spaced 

(Appendix: Artifact 6).   

 For the most part, Caleb’s spelling was strong in his writing.  He used the word “are” instead of 

“our” once, but used the correct form in a subsequent sentence.  Sentences were short and choppy, 



without consistent punctuation and with a few errors in capitalization.  The most obvious obstacles 

standing in the way of reading Caleb’s writing were handwriting (perhaps explained somewhat by the 

fact that he is left-handed) and lack of spacing between words.   

 Caleb’s motivation and interest toward writing are much lower than toward reading, as is his 

skill level.  I see a definite correlation between interest, ability, and motivation.  It makes sense to me 

that Caleb’s emotional outbursts of anger and frustration often occur during writing activities in his 

classroom – he does not enjoy writing because he does not see himself as successful when doing it.  I 

decided to focus future lessons with Caleb on the writing process, hoping to strengthen his prewriting 

skills and his writing fluency as well.  He will need to develop these skills greatly in order to reach 

Grade level Standards for 2
nd

 grade in Writing Genre, Writing Process, Personal Style, Grammar and 

Usage, and at the heart of it, Writing Attitude. 

 With Standard VI in mind, I looked at the assessments I had conducted to decide on an approach 

and activities to help Caleb to improve his literacy skills, with a focus on writing.  The next time that we 

met, I worked with Caleb on strengthening his prewriting strategies to better brainstorm and organize his 

ideas for writing, as well as build confidence as he works toward sitting down to write.  Caleb and I 

reread his original writing about his dad together.  We identified some things that he could improve, and 

made a list of “Things to Remember”.  These included making a plan and following it, creating spaces 

between words, and paying attention to punctuation and capitalization. Since he seemed to have a grasp 

of the basics of concept web prewriting, I decided to work with him to create a web on a new topic.  He 

would supply the ideas, and I would help him to organize them, therefore modeling an effective way to 

use the concept web as a prewriting method.  He chose to write about Pokemon – a subject that he had 

mentioned in his interest inventories during our first meeting.  Using this topic as the center of our web, 

I encouraged Caleb to brainstorm different aspects of Pokemon to write about.  He came up with the 

headings of “How I learned about it”, “Why I like it”, “Favorite Characters” and “Kinds of Pokemon 

things I have.”  After putting these in an order that made the most sense (he was able to do this well, 



with solid justifications for his decisions), we worked together to add further details in each category 

(Appendix: Artifact 8).   

 Though his second piece of writing is shorter than the first, there is a distinct improvement in 

evidence of planning and varied sentence structure.  The text is easier to read, creating heightened 

writing fluency, due to appropriate spacing between words and stronger attention to capitalization and 

punctuation conventions (Appendix: Artifact 9).  Caleb seemed much more compliant and enthusiastic 

about the writing lesson because he knew what steps to follow.  He was proud of his writing and read it 

aloud to his mother and father.   

Reflection 

 As I met with Caleb, conducted assessments and taught lessons, I found a strong connection 

between Caleb’s behavior and reading and writing activities at school.  Because his reading level and 

comprehension level are so much higher than the reading level of the things he is required to read in 

class, he is not being adequately challenged and becomes bored.  He does not look forward to reading 

material that doesn’t stimulate his imagination, interests, or strengthen his abilities.  Since Caleb is 

struggling with emotional maturity and socialization, I think it is important for him to be with his age-

appropriate peers, but perhaps in a peer-tutor role during reading instruction.  This would challenge him 

to think about the texts in a heightened way, and foster a feeling of success in the classroom by putting 

him in the position of teaching others.  Texts that are at his instructional level (Grade 6) should be made 

available to Caleb during independent reading times and homework assignments in order to further 

improve his reading abilities and challenge his thinking.  Higher level spelling lists and vocabulary 

development exercises can also be incorporated through homework assignments and enrichment work.  

Of course, his reading and writing skills can be addressed at home as well, and Caleb’s parents should 

be made aware of their son’s strengths and struggles in areas of literacy development. 

 Because Caleb’s attitude toward writing is dramatically different, special attention should be 

made to developing his confidence and interest in learning writing skills.  During my lessons with him, 

Caleb seemed to respond positively when he understood that there are concrete steps that he can take to 



plan and carry out his writing assignments.  A focus on prewriting and organization will help him to 

gain confidence before he sits down to write.  Further interest surveys and formative assessments will 

help to strengthen a positive attitude toward his own ability and willingness to write, which I believe 

will decrease the frequency and severity of Caleb’s frustration in the classroom.  Fostering a feeling of 

success when it comes to writing is important to Caleb’s writing development.  Because he feels 

successful as a reader, he enjoys doing it.  Comparing Caleb’s attitude toward both reading and writing 

shows the immense importance of finding a student’s instructional level – something too easy creates 

boredom and distraction; something too difficult fosters anger and frustration.  Above all, students must 

feel that they can be successful.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 



 

         Artifact 5 

 

Maniac Magee – Chapter 1 

 

Comprehension Questions 

 

1) Where was Maniac Magee born? 

 

2) What happened to his parents? 

 

3) How old was Maniac Magee when he became an orphan? 

 

4) What was Maniac Magee’s real name? 

 

5) What is a “maniac”? 

 

6) What was it like to live with Maniac Magee’s aunt and uncle? 

 

7) What happened during the spring musical show? 

 

8) What is a “legend”? 

 

9) How did Maniac Magee become a legend? 

 

10) Where did he go after the show? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 
 

 

 


