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ABSTRACT 

This study examined the relationship between fifth-grade students' out-of­

school reading habits and measures of their reading comprehension and writing 

abilities. The sample was composed of forty-two students attending an urban 

school in Northeastern Massachusetts. Each morning, for fifteen consecutive 

weeks, students recorded an approximation of the number of minutes they spent 

on designated out-of-school activities for the previous evening. The total amount 

of minutes they spent reading was recorded on an evening activity-log and the 

mean amount of nightly reading volume, per student, was calculated. Student 

reading comprehension ability was measured by percentile scores on two 

standardized reading assessments. Students produced written responses in a 

weekly journal, and these were analyzed by way of two qualitative writing rubrics. 

A Least Squares Regression model was adopted for the analysis of outcome 

variables. The regression models explicitly sought to investigate Stanovich's 

Matthew effects theory (2000), where student reading volume operated as the 

predictor variable. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Barely a day goes by during my observation of classrooms when I fail to 

detect stark differences in the range of student literacy abilities, accompanied by 

the recognition that this is partially due to differing patterns in their reading 

behavior. I have observed that those students who are successful in school tend 

to engage in lots of independent reading (Stanovich, 2000 ), while those who 

struggle academically do not (Allington, 2001). Moreover, this insight is as 

applicable to my experiences with third graders, as it was for the years when I 

taught high school. 

I believe that this pattern in reading habits has enormous consequences 

for the students I have taught in Boston and Chelsea. While these struggling 

learners have an active imagination as well as intellectual curiosity, they lack the 

ability to engage in critical forms of abstract thinking and expressive language 

production that are crucial for success in school (Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 2005; 

Stahl, 1999; Stanovich, 2ooo). 

Students need to develop the forms of academic discourse whose locus lies 

outside of their immediate socio-linguistic context (Delpit, 1996; Gee, 1999; 

Heath, 1983). Commenting on the importance of such language encounters 

within the classroom environment, Duke and Carlisle (2011) argue that a 

student's working knowledge of academic/literacy-styled language is" ... critical in 

forming habits of mind that are necessary for the development of proficiency in 
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reading comprehension. Perhaps, not surprisingly, language and academic 

success go hand in hand" (p. 207). 

For the past three decades literacy research has repeatedly affirmed the 

importance of the language exposure resulting from reading itself (Allington, 

2001; Anderson, Wilson & Fielding, 1986; Nagy & Scott, 2004; National 

Reading Panel, 2ooo; Pressley, 2006). All of the seminal empirical studies that 

have examined the effect of student reading volume have found that it predicts 

subsequent reading outcomes (Anderson et al., 1988; Greaney, 1982; Guthrie, 

2004; Walberg & Tsai, 1984). In his landmark research article on the Matthew 

effects, Stanovich (1986) asserted that students' reading behavior plays a 

fundamental role in their cognitive/linguistic development and subsequent 

academic achievement: " .. .In short many things that facilitate further growth in 

reading comprehension ability- general knowledge, vocabulary, syntactic 

knowledge- are developed by reading itself' (p. 364). 

A second aspect of the present study involves an understanding of the 

relationship between the reading and writing domains. The emphasis on the 

interconnectedness of these two literacy domains, and their importance for 

classroom instruction, is attested to in literacy research and theory (Jetton & 

Dole, 2004; Langer & Fihan, 2000; Nelson, 2008; Tierney & Shanahan, 1991). In 

addition, this relationship exhibits a developmental theme (i.e., this connection 

grows in its importance as students' progress beyond the primary school years 

and move towards secondary school (Hillocks, 2008; Nagin, 2006). 
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From the late elementary school years onwards students need to increase 

the volume of their reading in order to both develop their reading comprehension 

(Duke & Carlisle, 2011). As they move beyond the early elementary school period 

students are increasingly required to represent their reading comprehension in 

the form of high quality written responses (Hillocks, 2008; Langer, 2001; 

Shanahan, 1984). 

However the literature also presents the relationship between reading 

comprehension and written response as complex in nature (Langer & Fihan, 

2000). For example, in their summary of data trends in the last two decades of 

NAEP reports the authors of the Writing Next report (Graham & Perin, 2007) 

conclude that while many students are able to handle average reading 

comprehension demands, they nevertheless exhibit " ... severe difficulties with 

writing" (p. 7). Moreover, this finding is often overlooked in discussions of the 

'achievement gap', which tend to rely solely on reading related measures and 

studies (Murphy & Blake, 2008; Nagin, 2006). 

Just as the fmdings and implications drawn from reading volume 

research, particularly the Matthew effects theory (Stanovich, 1986), altered my 

professional judgment and teaching practices, so too my understanding of the 

reading-writing connection research has impacted what I see and do in 

classrooms. For example, last year I taught a Holocaust unit alongside two, 

novice, sixth-grade teachers. This unit began with our reading and discussing a 

variety of expository texts describing the experiences of European Jewry- from 
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the 1930s to the liberation of the camps in 1945. We then read and discussed 

Lois Lowry's Number the Stars, which is a fictional depiction of the Danish 

peoples' resistance to Nazism. This novel was studied in conjunction with 

selected poems written by the concentration camp survivor, Primo Levi. The unit 

culminated in a student writing assignment - in response to a field trip to the 

Holocaust Memorial, in downtown Boston. 

Based on my previous experiences of teaching this unit I knew that while 

the majority of these students would be able to read the various texts and have 

insightful things to say during discussions about the material, when I asked them 

' 
to express their responses in writing the result would reveal a disparity- for some 

a chasm -between their reading comprehension understanding and the quality of 

their written responses. This classroom experience aligns with the research 

conclusion of Graham and Perin (2007) -that the sophistication level of students' 

reading comprehension should not be considered as being synonymous with 

writing ability. 

Rationale for the Present Study 

The present study finds its origins in my attempt to synthesize reflections 

concerning student literacy behavior - as seen in classrooms - with the literacy 

research and theory I have read during my doctoral studies. This attempted 

synthesis came to focus on Stanovich's argument in the Matthew effects theory 

(2ooo). The argument is that a student's engagement in reading lies at the heart 
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of his/her school achievement, or as Allington colloquially expressed it, 'If they 

don't read much, how they ever gonna get good!' (1977, p. 1). 

However, this attempted synthesis (i.e. to have theory inform practice) has 

unearthed a gap in the research literature. While reading volume research has 

examined student outcomes for cognitive reasoning, oral language production 

and reading comprehension ability (Cunningham & Stanovich, 2003), this has 

not been the case relating to student writing ability. To some extent this begs the 

question of whether the Matthew effects theory extends to the overarching gestalt 

of student literacy development. Do students who read extensively not only 

manifest high levels their reading comprehension, but do they also produce high 

quality writing? Can we extend the purview of the Matthew effects theory to an 

explanation for student writing development? 

This study examined the reading and writing behaviors of a sample of 

urban fifth grade students. It utilized an ordinary least squares regression 

design to test the hypothesis that the student's nightly reading volume 

(independent variable) would predict both their reading comprehension 

achievement, and the quality of the writing found in their journals. The study 

responds to the following research questions: 

1. What is the relationship between the volume of students' out-of-
school reading and their reading comprehension ability? 

2. What is the relationship between students' reading volume and the 
overall quality of their writing? 
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Chapter 2: Review of the Literature 

The problem area of this study addresses the literacy domains of both 

student reading and writing behavior. Therefore, the following review of the 

research literature is divided into two major sections. The first section examines 

research that characterizes the relationship between student reading volume and 

literacy achievement. Two findings emerge from the seminal studies in this area. 

Firstly, those students who read extensively exhibit superior reading 

comprehension abilities, in comparison to peers who read very little (Anderson, 

Wilson, & Fielding, 1988; Stanovich, 2000; Walberg & Tsai, 1986). Secondly, 

these studies found that not only was there a broad range in student reading 

volume, but that the model which best describes the nature of the data 

distribution is non-linear in nature. Which is to say that the regression line is 

curvilinear not uniformly straight; rather, the tails of the distribution are 

markedly different from the pattern of distribution located at the mean (Greaney, 

1980; Walberg & Tsai, 1986). 

The second section examines the relationship between student reading 

and writing abilities. Findings of current research indicate that student literacy 

operates within a socio-cognitive and/ or constructivist context (Anderson, 

Wilson & Fielding, 1988; Langer, 1986; Stanovich, 2ooo). In addition, several 

longitudinal studies found that the relationship between reading and writing 

abilities is developmental in nature. Thus, as students' progress through the 

school years, the nature of the reading-writing relationship changes (Hillocks, 
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986; Kellog, 1994; Langer, 2001). Lastly, while student reading-writing abilities 

are clearly interrelated, nevertheless, each domain operates as a distinct 

phenomenon (Langer & Fihan, 2000; Perin & Graham, 2007; Tierney & Pearson, 

1991). 

Reading Volume/Print Exposure 

Research consistently indicates that the wide range found in student 

reading volume provides one of the key explanations for the disparities found in 

their literacy achievement (Adams, 1990; Anderson, 1982; Snow, Burns, & 

Griffin, 1999). Stanovich (1986) proposed a theoretical explanation of the impact 

of student reading volume on literacy development: he termed this theoretical 

framework the "Matthew effects" (p. 360 ). The framework of this argument 

suggests that a student's ability to develop fluent and automatic word recognition 

skills is dependent on his/her (a) meta-linguistic ability, particularly 

phonological awareness, (b) alphabetic awareness, and (c) mastery of sound­

symbol correspondence (i.e. phonics knowledge). 

The development of automaticity in decoding text is critical for the 

student's ability to engage in fluent, effortless reading. l'1uent reading skills allow 

a student to direct cognitive and linguistic resources towards meaning 

construction (i.e., higher-level cognitive processing skills). In the case of the 

dysfluent reader, cognitive resources are instead directed towards phonics and 
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decoding tasks (i.e., lower level language processing, unrelated to the meaning of 

the text). 

The theory also posits that fluent reading attainment leads to a critical 

emotional/affective response towards reading on the part of the student. Instead 

of a resource-draining focus on phonics and word attack, fluent reading allows 

for the opportunity of enjoyable and emotionally rewarding experiences with the 

meaning of the text. In turn, this positive reading experience often results in 

increased student reading volume, perpetuating the cycle of more enjoyment 

leading to more reading. Another critical aspect of the Matthew effects theory 

posits that increasing reading volume/print exposure sustains a student's access 

to rich vocabulary and world knowledge. This particular cognitive-linguistic 

exposure, rarely encountered in oral language, builds the foundations for further 

student cognitive-linguistic growth. Stanovich terms the link between print 

exposure to cognitive-linguistic outcomes as one of "reciprocal effects." 

This theory also provides an explanation for a student's negative reading 

trajectory, one where failure to attain the requisite early skills leads to delayed 

acquisition of fluent and rewarding reading experiences. Without these 

experiences, the student fails to develop the same cognitive and linguistic 

achievements as peers who engage in a high volume of independent reading. This 

negative reciprocal model of reading development suggests that the persistence of 

the student achievement gap is accounted for, in part, by differential reading 

practices. 
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Finally, the Matthew effects model argues that the gap between the 

positive and negative reciprocal effects of reading volume only increases in 

importance as a student progresses through the school years; as each year passes 

the gap between the positive and negative Matthew effects grows. This 

longitudinal profile of student achievement Stanovich termed as the "Matthew 

Effects Model" (2000, p. 153), and this profile explains his adoption of the 

Biblical idiom of Matthew's gospel: " ... reading activity itself serves to increase the 

achievement differences between children. It is becoming increasingly evident 

that rich-get-richer and poor-get-poorer mechanisms are embedded in the social 

and cognitive contexts of schooling" (p. 666). 

Student Reading Volume Studies: the Matthew effects 

Much of the literacy research published during the last three decades 

indicates that literacy achievement disparities can partially account for the 

variance in student independent reading habits (Anderson, 1986; National 

Reading Panel Report, 2000; Snow, 2002). Educators have repeatedly advocated 

for classroom practices that foster increased student print exposure based on 

research findings (Allington, 2001; Chall, 2000; Duke & Carlisle, 2011). 

For example, in the closing section of their report for the National 

Research Council, Snow, Burns, and Griffin (1999) argued that time, materials, 

and both teacher and school resources should be focused on supporting the 

development of student independent reading habits. Moreover, this argument 
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was seen as pertinent to increasing student reading volume in both in school 

setting and in the home. An examination of this body of influential research 

literature and the emergence of its primary themes follow in the subsequent 

sections. 

Theme 1: A positive relationship exists between students' reading volume and 

their reading comprehension ability. 

This first theme is drawn from the findings of seven quantitative research 

studies. All of them found a significant positive relationship between student 

reading volume and reading-related outcomes (Anderson, Wilson & Fielding, 

1988; Cipielewski and Stanovich, 1992; Cunningham & Stanovich, 1991; Greaney, 

1980; McBride-Chang, Manis, Seidenberg, Custodio & Doi, 1993; Taylor, Frye, & 

Maruyama, 1990; Walberg & Tsai, 1983) 

In many reviews of reading volume research (Byrnes & Wasik, 2009; 

Snow et al., 1998; Stanovich, 2000) the first research study cited is that of 

Greaney (1980). This multiple-regression study examined the leisure time 

reading of Irish fifth grade students (n=290). Reading volume was hypothesized 

to be a significant predictor of subsequent student reading achievement, and was 

also compared to other leisure time activities and variables such as. socio­

economic status, family size, choice of television programs etc. The study 

employed reading comprehension measures from a battery of standardized 

reading assessments, and the students reading habits were measured by reading 

10 





assessed on a battery of standardized reading assessments. By way of employing 

a multiple-regression analysis, which controlled for confounding variables, the 

study found a significant correlation in reading comprehension scores and in 

receptive vocabulary performance. Their findings led Anderson et al. to conclude 

that "reading books was the out of school activity that proved to have the 

strongest association with reading proficiency ... time spent reading books was the 

best predictor of a child's growth as a reader from the second to fifth grade" (p. 

294). Moreover, commenting on the generalizability and educational 

significance of their study's findings, they stated, "The case can be made that 

reading books is a cause, not merely a reflection, of reading proficiency" (p. 298). 

Taylor, Frye, and Maruyama (1990) employed a multiple-regression 

research design in their study. This addressed the question of whether the range 

in student reading volume, separated from general reading ability, would explain 

the distribution in student reading comprehension ability. The sample (n=165) 

was comprised of suburban fifth and sixth graders. Reading behavior was 

measured by student self-reports in a daily activity diary of the minutes they 

spent reading, both inside and outside of school, while reading comprehension 

ability was measured by standardized scores on both the Gates-MacGinitie 

Reading Test and S.R.A. achievement tests. The findings indicated a significant 

correlational relationship between in school reading volume and reading 

comprehension (r= .37). In contrast, outside of school reading volume was not 

significantly correlated with reading comprehension (r= .16). While these results 
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are contradictory to Anderson et al.'s (1988) findings regarding the efficacy of 

student home reading volume, it should be noted that Taylor et al.'s research 

(1990) was the only study that measured both home and school reading volume. 

Moreover, the researchers themselves noted that their findings might have been 

influenced by the threat to statistical reliability posed by student recall. Their 

research design required students to estimate the previous night's reading, and 

they hypothesized that students probably had more difficulty remembering the 

amount of time they had spent reading at home the previous day than the time 

reading in school during the last so-minute period of the day (Taylor et al. p. 

360). 

In a multiple regression study, Cunningham and Stanovich (1991) 

examined the predicative power of print exposure among fourth and fifth grade 

students (n=67), located in northeastern Canada. The study sought to examine 

the relationship between students' overall pattern of cognitive abilities and their 

reading related outcomes. Student reading volume/print exposure was measured 

by responses to a title recognition test that required students to correctly identify 

books they had read from a list of titles of popular children's literature. The 

students' reading ability and cognitive functioning was determined by a battery of 

assessment measures including nonverbal IQ, phonics, spelling, vocabulary, 

verbal fluency, picture vocabulary and general/world knowledge. The study's 

findings revealed a statistically significant relationship between student print 

exposure and all seven cognitive and academic variables. Furthermore, general 
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knowledge and receptive vocabulary knowledge accounted for a significant 

proportion of overall cognitive ability, and therefore provided a significant 

unique predictor for all five of the study's criterion variables. In addition, the 

fmdings also indicated that the students, who exhibited low phonics ability 

and/ or low nonverbal IQ, nevertheless had strong vocabulary knowledge scores 

and concurrently reported high reading volume. Lastly, print exposure proved to 

be a significant predictor of spelling ability, verbal fluency, and general 

knowledge. Cunningham and Stanovich conclude that, taken together, these 

findings provide support for the Matthew effects. "These analyses suggest that 

print exposure .. .is probably a significant contributor to the development of other 

aspects of verbal intelligence. Such rich-get-richer (and their converse, poor-get­

poorer) effects are becoming of increasing concern to educational practitioners" 

(p. 271). 

In a follow up study, Cipielewski and Stanovich ('199'2) targeted the 

relationship between print exposure and students reading comprehension skills. 

The sample consisted of fourth and fifth grade students (n=98) recruited from a 

religiously-affiliated private school in northeastern Canada. For the purposes of 

their study, print exposure was again measured by the title recognition test 

(Cunningham & Stanovich, 1991) and by an additional author recognition test. 

The students' standardized scores on the Iowa and Stanford Reading 

Achievement Test represented reading comprehension ability. The study's 

findings indicated that a composite of the two print exposure measures were 
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significantly correlated with both the Iowa and Stanford assessments of reading 

comprehension. Moreover, print exposure accounted for a significant 

proportion of the variance in fifth-grade reading ability, while controlling for the 

influence of third-grade phonics ability. Cipielewski and Stanovich concluded 

that this empirical study of the Matthew effects theory not only supported the 

impact of reading volume on cognitive and linguistic efficacy, but also suggested 

that print exposure should " ... play a more prominent role in future reading and 

cognitive development research" (p. 85). 

In a cross-sectional research study of fifth and ninth graders (n=Ss) 

McBride-Chang, Manis, Seidenberg, Custodio, and Doi (1993) sought to largely 

replicate the research design of Cunningham and Stanovich (1991), but to 

additionally incorporate an analysis of disabled and non-disabled reader cohorts. 

Student reading volume was measured via the title recognition test, while reading 

comprehension was assessed by standard scores on a battery of academic 

assessments: the Stanford Reading Comprehension test, the Stanford Reading 

Vocabulary Test, md the Woodcock-Johnson Word Identification test. Multiple 

regression analysis was applied to the two separate groups of students (i.e. 

disabled and non-disabled). Students who scored below the 25th percentile for 

word attack skills were characterized as being reading-disabled. The study's 

findings indicated a significant variance between the two ability groups (i.e. that 

the correlation between reading comprehension and reading volume was 

differentially related to student reading ability). Readers with disabilities 

15 



demonstrated a strong correlation between reading volume and reading 

comprehension (r=.64), while typically developing readers failed to exhibit even a 

small Cohen's-d effect size (r= .13). When the influence of student word attack 

skills was controlled for, by way of hierarchical regression analyses, the findings 

indicated that reading volume accounted for an additional17% of the variance in 

reading comprehension achievement. McBride-Chang et al. (1993) conclude that 

their study's fmdings support the reciprocal effects argument within the Matthew 

effects theory (p. 236). 

Theme #2: Two patterns emerge from the descriptive statistics in reading 

volume research: that a broad range exists in student reading volume, and that 

the distributive pattern of student outcome scores is best described as being 

curvilinear in nature. 

The first of these patterns identifies a similarity in the average amount of 

nightly reading carried out by students in the findings of the studies that are 

included in this review. It emerges that - regardless of a study's sample 

characteristics or its methodological design- the average amount of student 

nightly reading ranged between 14-19 minutes. The second pattern, which was 

discussed in many of the early reading volume studies, identified a curvilinear 

pattern of the data distribution. In this distribution, reading volume reached a 

critical level beyond which reading comprehension scores plateaued (i.e. no 

longer produced the same high correlative effect for reading outcomes). 
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When the relationship of students reading volume and their reading 

outcomes was examined, through the entire range of student data points, several 

studies detected a clear pattern of 'curvature' at the ends of the distribution (i.e. 

for these studies the 'regression line' for the coefficient was deemed to more 

closely approximate the model of a 'regression curve'). These two emergent 

patterns in the descriptive statistics of reading volume studies are now described. 

In his study of Irish school children, Greaney (1982) found a moderate 

correlation existed (r=.31) between the amount of students' leisure time reading 

and their reading comprehension achievement. However, in his discussion of the 

descriptive statistics for the range of scores, he also noted the presence of a 

noticeable skew at the tails of the data distribution; with 22% of the sample not 

involved in any reading at all, while 12% of the sample spending more than three 

hours daily in home reading. Although the soth percentile of home reading was 

estimated at 18.2 minutes, these skewed scores at the extreme ends of the 

distribution had a disproportionate effect on the subsequently produced 

correlation coefficient. 

Walberg and Tsai's study (1984) also found a small correlative effect 

(r=.18) between students' reading volume and their reading comprehension. The 

average student was found to have engaged in approximately 15.2 minutes of 

nightly independent reading. However, an analysis of the relationship between a 

student's percentile cohort and the significance of his/her beta-value statistic 

indicted the presence of a non-uniform pattern in the distribution of reading 
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volume and reading outcomes. This finding led Walberg and Tsai (1984) to 

conclude that a linear model (a straight regression line) between reading volume 

and literacy outcomes offered a poor descriptive account of student outcome 

distribution. Moreover, they concluded that the educational implications of this 

findings were considerable " ... the present achievement data show clear-cut 

diminishing returns ... Continued probing in future investigations of the functional 

form of the relation of learning - to the factors that produce it - is likely to 

promote more efficient allocation oflearning resources" (p. 450). 

Anderson, Wilson, and Fielding (1988) found that the average 5th grade 

student in their sample read for approximately 12.9 minutes per evening. 

Consistent with the descriptive statistical discussion found in the previous two 

studies (Greaney, 1982; Walberg & Tsai, 1984), Anderson et al. found that both 

lower and upper quartile/percentile students exhibited very different data 

profiles. The high reading volume students (i.e. at and above the 90th percentile) 

spent nearly five times longer (i.e. 47 minutes) engaged in independent reading 

in comparison to the average (soth percentile) student, who read for 

approximately 12.9 minutes per evening. More starkly still, the 90th percentile 

student read two hundred times more than the low reading volume student (1oth 

percentile), who read for a mere 1.6 minutes per evening. Anderson et al. (1988) 

saw considerable educational significance in their identification of this 

curvilinear model of student data: " ... this suggests that time invested in reading 

yields big returns in reading proficiency at first, but that there are diminishing 
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returns as more and more additional time is invested" (p. 294). 

Wigfield and Guthrie (1997) employed a multiple regression research 

design in their study of 4th and 5th grade students (n=105). Their sample 

comprised of students located in the Mid-Atlantic region of the United States. 

They examined the link between student's motivational levels and the volume of 

their independent reading. Reading volume habits were measured by a parental 

estimation of the amount for home reading their child engaged in, which was 

recorded on an evening activity log, while students' literacy attitudes and 

motivation were statistically measured by student responses on a Likert scale 

questionnaire. 

Wigfield and Guthrie found that the average student in their sample spent 

approximately 14.7 minutes engaged in nightly reading. Consistent with the 

studies discussed above, the distributive pattern in student scores indicated a 

significant difference in the covariance of reading volume and outcomes located 

at the tails of their distribution. Moreover, this curvilinear model was predicated 

upon students' motivational level: students who scored highest in intrinsic 

motivation read nearly three times as much text compared with the students 

located in the lowest quartile range for motivation. In their conclusion section 

Wigfield and Guthrie (1997) discussed the findings of Anderson et al.'s (1988) 

study with their own fmdings. They stated that this repeated presence of a 

curvilinear pattern in the data distribution entailed significant consequences for 

our understanding of the role of reading volume for student literacy 
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development. Taken together, these studies affirm that the central tendency 

measures (correlation coefficient) does not encompass all that can be known 

about reading volume and reading related outcomes. 

Section #2: Reading-Writing Connection 

The second area of literacy research, pertinent to this review of the 

literature, concerns the relationship of student reading and writing abilities. 

Three thematic findings emerge from this research. The first of which asserts 

that reading-writing behavior is best understood as operating within a socio­

cognitivejsocio-constructivist theoretical framework. The second finding asserts 

that while research studies have repeatedly confirmed the presence of a positive 

relationship between students reading and writing abilities, nevertheless, many 

of these studies add the qualification that the interpretation of this relationship is 

complex (e.g. a student's high level of reading comprehension does not 

automatically mean that he/ she possesses commensurate level of writing ability). 

The third finding emerged from the findings of cross sectional and longitudinal 

research studies. These studies identified a pattern of developmental maturation 

in student reading and writing abilities: where older students generally 

outperformed younger students, and did so for multiple measures of reading and 

writing performance. 

Before launching directly into a review of this body of research, a 

preliminary argument is required to explain the absence of a review of empirical 
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studies which directly address the relationship of student reading volume and 

writing achievement. Given that the Matthew effects argument (Stanovich, 

2ooo) is the foundational theoretical orientation for this research study (e.g. the 

independent/predictor variable for the study's regression analysis are 

constructed to explore the Matthew effects argument), it would follow that the 

most pertinent research area to review would be prior studies of students' reading 

volume and their writing outcomes. Unfortunately this review did not identify 

any empirical study where reading volume and writing abilities were studied. 

This dearth in the research base therefore necessitates an examination of the 

closest body of research to the study's research questions. Therefore, the 

following section of the review of the literature will examine the findings of the 

more general research addressing the interrelationship of student reading­

writing behavior. 

Theoretical Framework 

The first theme to emerge from a review of the research literature attests 

that almost all of the reading-writing researchers found in the seminal studies 

explicitly grounded their theoretical orientation within a socio-constructivist or 

socio-cognitive paradigm: although this construct can be understood in various 

ways (Briton, 1970; Dyson, 2000; Halliday, 1987; New London Group, 1996; 

O'Connor, 1998; Tierney & Pearson, 1996) . 

However, this near universal acceptance of such a theoretical commitment 

is not without critique. Both of these critical terms (i.e. social- constructivism 
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and socio-cognitive) have been criticized in the research literature as 

representing a much too broad a range in terminological employment for 

providing strong evidence of construct validity. The heterogeneous nature of 

these research terms introduces an interpretive ambiguity which renders 

precision in discussing 'socio-constructivist' theory somewhat problematic: "For 

many people, the expression "social constructivist" seems to capture something 

important about social aspects of teaching and learning, although it is often not 

clear what that is (O'Connor, 1998, p. 25). 

Nevertheless, all the studies reviewed in this section adopted some form of 

a socio-cognitive/constructivist theoretical framework. For sake of brevity, this 

framework will be characterized in the following description: a student's reading 

and writing behavior is grounded in the need to construct meaning, and this 

grounding is realized during all reading-writing tasks. An individual student's 

act of constructing meaning invariably takes place within the wider social­

discourse, and its employment in his/her reading-writing tasks necessarily entail 

the conjoining of the student's individual cognitive processing abilities (e.g. long­

term memory retrieval, meta-cognitive strategies), within the socio-cultural and 

socio-linguistic traditions of context and culture (Bashir & Singer, 2004; Hayes, 

2000; Rosenblatt, 1994). 

The research studies reviewed in this section are not unique in adopting a 

socio-constructivist theoretical orientation. The secondary literature in reading 

and writing research also predominantly represent student literacy behavior as 
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operating within such a framework (Herbert & Graham, 2011; Kamil, Afflerbach, 

Pearson, & Birr-Moje, 2011; Hayes, 2000; Nelson, 2008; Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 

2005). 

For example, in the preface to the fourth volume of the Handbook of 

Reading Research, the editors (Kamil, Pearson, Birr-Moje, & Afflerbach, 2011) 

characterize what they consider to be one of the most critical theoretical shifts in 

reading research: " ... the field has witnessed an increased realization that 

cognitive variables interact with social and cultural variables in complex ways ... " 

(p. xviii). 

Likewise, the editor of the Handbook of Research on Writing (Bazermann, 

2008) also indicated a paradigmatic shift in writing research and theory towards 

the socio-constructivist paradigm. Bazermann posited that up until the late 

1970s writing research and theory were solely concerned with providing cognitive 

models of reading-writing behavior. However, the focus on cognitive profiles was 

radically altered by the emergence- in the mid-1980s- of the 'social turn' in 

educational research. The reading-writing research field was impacted by this 

radical paradigm shift, and it came to understand that the cognitive profile of the 

individual student inexorably operates within a social context. Moreover, many 

scholars voiced the contention that a theoretical synthesis - of cognitive and 

social attribution theory- needed to become an integral part of its explanations of 

student writing behavior: " ... many researchers came to see cultural groups as 
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meaning makers, collectively constructing knowledge and understandings." 

(Bazermann, 2008, 438). 

Individual empirical research studies also attest to this paradigmatic shift 

in writing theory. In his study of the reading and writing behavior of second and 

fifth graders (n=607), Shanahan (1984) explicitly posits the theoretical 

orientation of his study within a socio-consbuctivist account: " ... according to the 

consbuctivist notions that currently predominate, readers consbuct or create 

messages through a variety of active processes" (p. 466). In his study Shanahan 

represented 'consbuctivism' solely in terms of the cognitive processing abilities of 

individual students. Less than a decade later, in a study comprising of third and 

fifth grade students (n=48), Cox, Shanahan and Tinzman (1991) added a social 

dimension to their theoretical understanding: "This experience based explanation 

seems more useful and more likely than the native abilities one since it suggests 

that social, cultural, and linguistic experiences influence language, reading, and 

writing development" (P. 205). 

Langer's (1986) study, of the reading and writing abilities of fifth-grade 

students, also explicitly acknowledged that the overarching theoretical 

framework of her study was socio-cognitive iln nature: "Both cognitive and socio­

cultural factors play a role in how and what one reads or writes and in the 

envisionment-building processes one goes through" (p.7). The argument, for 

understanding the efficacy of explicitly conjoining classroom content area 

reading with reflective writing insbuction as operating within a socio-cognitive 
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context, was confirmed in Langer and Applebee's N.C.T.E. research report, How 

Writing Shapes Thinking (1987). Moreover, like Shanahan, Langer's 

commitment to this theoretical perspective has remained undiminished over the 

years. Sixteen years after her 1984 study, she conducted a large-scale study (25 

schools, 44 exemplary teachers, located in 88 classrooms) in California, Texas, 

Florida, and New Jersey (Langer, 2002). In her introduction Langer explicitly 

outlines the theoretical orientation of the study: 

We began the work holding a socio-cognitive view ... from this perspective, 
it is posited that student performance in reading and writing is influenced 
by the instructional context the students experience, as well as on the 
larger educational environment. (p. 875). 

Student data were comprised of both their performance on high stakes tests, and 

ordinal coding from student interviews and classroom observations. The study's 

multiple findings confirmed Langer's socio-constructivist perspective and led her 

to argue that this perspective offered the most robust and rich explanation of her 

study's findings. 

In their review of writing research studies Applebee and Langer (1987) 

argued that, based on NAEP data, American students didn't engage in enough 

reading and writing, and that a review of the forms of reading and writing 

instruction that took place in classrooms explained this dearth. They argued for a 

paradigmatic shift of reading and writing instruction away from a product only 

focus towards a more process-oriented approach. At the close of their study they 

cite the theoretical foundation for this approach: "The view that we have adopted 

grows out of a more general view of language leaning, one that has been heavily 
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influenced by the work ofVygotsky and Brunner ... focusses on language as a 

social and communicative activity" (p. 139). The move towards a socio-cognitive 

approach to theory and research was clearly evident in the 1980s and has 

remained a critical insight ever since (Hillocks, 2006; Langer & Fihan, 2ooo; 

McArthur, Graham & Fitzgerald, 2006). 

Student Reading-Wiriting Studies 

This section of the review will outline the two major research findings, 

which are repeatedly found in seminal reading-writing studies. The first of these 

findings affirms the presence of a positive relationship between students reading 

and writing abilities (Nelson, 2009; Pearson & Tierney, 1984; Snow, Burns, & 

Griffin & 1998). However, this finding was repeatedly qualified with the 

rejoinder that the interrelationship of the reading and writing domains is 

complex in nature. 

Shanahan's study (1984) of second and fifth grade students (n=507) was 

explicitly designed to examine the interrelationship of their reading and writing 

abilities. It did so by way of employing a canonical regression analysis. This 

approach was chosen to explore how each particular domain influenced the 

other. The results of this study found that student reading and writing 

achievement were significantly related (e.g., their combined level of significance 

explained a full43% of total shared variance). However, Shanahan qualified the 

interpretive significance of this statistical result. He pointed to the corollary-
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that this statistic also infers that a full 57% o:f the variance was not explained by 

the interactive effect of reading and writing domains. Shanahan argues that this 

57% of non-shared variance is particularly significant because of his study's 

explicit research design. The study was designed to maximize instrumental 

sensitivity to measures of the interrelationship of the reading-writing domains. 

Shanahan concluded that the findings supported an 'interactive model of reading 

and writing,' but qualified that this model must additionally account for the 

distinctive and autonomous operation of student reading and writing behavior 

(i.e. reading and writing domains are to be viewed as interrelated, yet distinct). 

Langer's (2002) cross-sectional study- sample was comprised of students 

aged 8, 11 and 14 - firstly examined the correlational relationship between 

students reading comprehension and writing abilities (n=67). Secondly, it 

employed targeted reading-writing tasks to detect the presence of interactive 

effects between student age cohorts. The study employed a mixed research 

design, with the quantitative variables statisltically examined by way of MANOV A, 

chi -square, and regressional analysis. The main findings of the study supported 

an 'interactive model' of reading-writing abilities. In her 'general reflections' on 

the findings of the study Langer hypothesized that when reading and writing 

domains demonstrate clear similarities in student performance these should be 

viewed as stemming from a common language-base, which is operating during 

response to and composition of text. Conversely, when a differentiation between 

student reading and writing ability is present, then Langer hypothesized that this 
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