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Literacy Learner Case Study 2: 

Secondary 

 

Student Description 

 Alan is a seventeen-year-old boy who has just finished his sophomore year at a suburban high 

school outside of Lansing, Michigan; he will be starting his junior year this fall.  He has attended this 

school for the past year; before moving to Michigan he attended a large urban middle school near 

Camden, New Jersey.  Alan has moved between Michigan and New Jersey three times (his father lived 

here, his mother in New Jersey; now they are back together), each time beginning a new school.  Both 

parents are college graduates with a Master’s degree.  His twin brother attends the same school, but is a 

year ahead; Alan and his brother lived apart during middle school – Alan with his mother in New Jersey, 

and his brother here in Michigan with their father.  He is a native English speaker.  Alan repeated the 

seventh grade, due to discipline issues (fighting, truancy) and has had to work hard to recover credits 

needed to graduate.  He has participated in his school’s PASS program – a computer-aided after school 

program designed to help students to regain credits in core classes needed to be on target for graduation.  

Though he has failed math and science classes in the past, he has always passed his high school English 

classes, claiming that it is his best subject (besides P.E.).  Alan’s parents describe him as intelligent, but 

lacking direction.  They have had issues with discipline at home, and often feel that they fight with him 

“constantly”; they also suspect that he often experiments with alcohol and recreational drugs.   

 I chose to meet with Alan for this case study because I am interested in looking at how his 

motivation and interests affect his academic success.  Through analysis and reflection, I hope to be able 

to design and implement lessons that will peak his interest and help him to improve his skills for more 

success in the classroom.  When we met for the first time, I introduced myself to Alan and explained to 

him the purpose of the project.  It was important to me that I be able to establish a safe and open 

atmosphere during our work together so Alan would feel comfortable working with me and 

independently (Standard IV).  He was interested in the subject matter of the Master’s class I was taking, 
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and asked me many questions about what I was going to do with his assessments and who 

would be reading my case study.  I was honest with him about my interest in his struggles in school, but 

stressed that he would be helping me quite a bit with my schoolwork.  I urged him to do his best and be 

honest.  Alan agreed to work with me readily, making a point to add, “I’m not dumb…I just find it hard 

to care about school.” 

Individual Motivation Differences 

 Because motivation was one of my main reasons for choosing Alan for this case study, I decided 

to begin with assessments that would give me an idea about his interest and motivation toward reading.  

Because Alan has struggled in subjects other than English (Math and Science), I also wanted to evaluate 

how familiar he was with strategies that would help him work with informational texts to find pertinent 

information and use it for success across the curriculum.  Assessing his attitudes and interests, along 

with his textbook reading skills and study strategies, would help me to design effective activities to work 

with him as a literacy learner, and also to design lessons to strengthen his academic achievements 

(Standard III).  

Subtopic 1: Attitudes and Motivations Toward Reading 

 The first assessment I administered was the Reading Attitude Survey (Appendix: Artifact 1).  

Alan responded that he would much rather watch TV than read, but stated that he reads other than when 

reading is merely required and reads a somewhat diverse array of materials.  He stated that he doesn’t 

have difficulty reading literature, but that he has a hard time concentrating long enough to read a whole 

book.  Alan expressed that there is a lot of reading material in his home and that his parents read often to 

him when he was young, and that he does enjoy browsing in bookstores. 

 I also gave Alan the Motivations for Reading Questionnaire (Appendix: Artifact 2) to provide 

me with some more detailed insight about his reading attitudes and preferences.  I read the statements 

aloud to him, and he gave his answers aloud – this gave us the opportunity to talk about many of his 

responses and I was able to gain quite a bit of insight into reading attitudes, along with other factors that 

may play a role in his struggles in school and with success in the classroom.  Alan expresses a great deal 
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of confidence about his abilities as a reader, citing that he knows he is a good reader, and that 

he enjoys when others recognize this.  Alan answered questions that were “more” or “much” like 

himself in the areas of intrinsic and extrinsic motivation, curiosity, and competition.  He answered 

questions that were “not at all” or “somewhat” like himself in the categories of compliance, 

involvement, grades, and social factors. 

 Looking at Alan’s responses to these questionnaires leads me to believe that his intelligence and 

seeming intelligent are very important to him.  He is motivated by many extrinsic reasons – recognition, 

competition – but not by grades.  He likes the fact that he can read and comprehend challenging 

literature, but may lack the concentration to finish them.  In fact, he states that he does not like reading 

long works of fiction, and in our conversation, stated that he would rather read short stories or articles 

about topics that interest him.  Curiosity is a motivation factor for Alan, and he states that he might 

choose to read more about a topic in class that he finds compelling.  Reading seems like an issue of 

personal success for Alan, however, since he responded the most negatively within the social category.  

Reading is not something that is shared within his family, and he does not admit to discussing his 

reading with family or friends.  Though Alan does read for pleasure (if it interests him) and is proud of 

his ability to read, he does not like writing about what he has read, or vocabulary or comprehension 

questions.  I asked him about this and he responded that he hates taking tests, and that tests don’t really 

measure what he knows.  He added that he often thinks he does well on a test and ends up failing.  This 

prompted me to want to find out more about his study habits, writing and vocabulary skills, and the 

possible obstacle of test anxiety. 

Instructional Arrangements 

Subtopic 2: Study Skills and Strategy Instruction 

 To gauge Alan’s knowledge and use of strategies to best pull important information from texts 

across the curriculum, I used the Textbook Reading/Study Strategies Inventory (TRSSI) (Appendix: 

Artifact 3).  According to Alan’s responses, he tends to employ many of the strategies he is familiar with 

for reading for pertinent information.  He cites that he highlights key words and passages, uses the 
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glossary to define unknown words, and takes notes on key concepts presented in the text.  Many 

of these strategies he is able to do naturally because of his confidence with reading – using context clues 

along with prefixes and suffixes to get word meanings, identifying main ideas, looking for words which 

are bold or underlined, using punctuation clues, predicting what the author will say next, and relating 

new information to what he already knows.  Looking at his answers, his poor performance on tests is 

perhaps not because of an inability to comprehend the material, but poor study skills.  Alan admits on 

the inventory that he does not review his notes soon after taking them, creating a disconnect between the 

day the notes were taken and his need to recall information for the test using these same notes.  He does 

not set goals and schedule for study sessions, make flashcards, or use his performance on previous tests 

to adjust his study strategies.  He also does not create tables or charts to remember and organize 

information, or read chapter previews or summaries before delving into the chapter.  Developing Alan’s 

ability to use these strategies will help him to meet the High School Content Standards of using writing 

and visual expression for personal understanding and growth, and developing reading, listening and 

viewing strategies (Standard II) 

 Based on Alan’s past test scores in school and his responses to the TRSSI survey, I believe that 

Alan would benefit from strategy instruction to better organize, review, and study information.  He 

admits that he often depends on his initial reading and teacher-presented note taking sessions to pull 

needed information from texts.  Perhaps because he comprehends the reading easily, he believes that he 

knows the material – discounting the need for review and study before a test.  I decided that I would 

have to further assess his reading comprehension and skills for decoding vocabulary to better support 

my suspicions.   

Core Components of Effective Literacy Instruction 

 Though Alan was confident in his own reading ability, I thought it important to administer 

assessments to gauge his reading fluency, comprehension, vocabulary, and written expression.  Since he 

has not done well in his classes and specifically on tests, assessing his reading ability may give some 
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insight into his peer performance.  Using Alan’s reading interest assessments, I gathered 

materials for activities that would help me to better understand his reading and writing processes 

(Standard I).  

Subtopic 3:  Reading Fluency 

 Based on his reading interest surveys, I chose the short story Harrison Bergeron by Kurt 

Vonnegut, Jr. to help me to assess Alan’s reading fluency. Alan stated that he liked short stories and 

science fiction, and I wanted to select a text that would challenge his thinking as well.  I asked him to 

read the first section aloud, and I followed along on my own copy while he read.  I listened for vocal 

inflection and expression, and noted any miscues using the guidelines listed in the Oral Reading 

Accuracy section of the Reading Rockets website (www.readingrockets.org/article/3412#accuracy) 

(Appendix: Artifact 4).  Alan read at a confident pace, with inflection and vocal inflection that implied 

comprehension of the text, its themes, and tone.  He was able to recount the story including key story 

point such as plot, characters, setting, events and author tone.  This satisfies the many of the Content 

Standards in developing skills of close and contextual literary reading.  Alan also seemed eager to read 

aloud and comfortable doing so.   

Subtopic 4:  Reading Comprehension 

 After reading aloud, I asked Alan to read the rest of Harrison Bergeron independently so I could 

ask him some questions that I had prepared to assess his reading comprehension and connections 

(Appendix: Artifact 5).  I created two lists – the first contained questions that I consider to be more basic 

comprehension, and the second urges the reader to make stronger connections between the text and 

authorial intent and issues in the world.  Alan was able to answer the question in List 1 easily – he 

recalled details from the text quickly, and added pieces to his answers that implied a deeper 

understanding and wish to discuss things further.  For example, when asked the question, “How do 

Hazel and George react to the televised murder of their son?” Alan responded by saying, “George 

wasn’t there to see it…he was in the kitchen.  Hazel was crying, but when George got back, she couldn’t 

tell him what happened because she forgot what she saw.”  Though this answer satisfied the basic 

http://www.readingrockets.org/article/3412#accuracy
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comprehension question, Alan added, “It’s weird that the author said she had average 

intelligence and that’s why she didn’t need any handicaps.  She is so below average.  The average 

person doesn’t forget that they saw their son killed in front of them.  It’s like instead of making 

everybody equal at an average level they had to make everyone stupid because you can’t make people 

smarter… but you can give everybody else handicaps to dumb them down.  Like, for us to be equal, we 

have to be equal at the bottom.  Does that make sense?”  Alan goes beyond mere comprehension here, 

and is able to make deeper connections between the behavior of the characters and the author’s message.  

When I asked him who he thought Vonnegut’s targets were in this satire, he stated, “The government.  

Wait…I think I’m saying that because I think the government is behind everything [laughter].  I mean, 

the government is obviously oppressing everyone and taking away their talents, but I think it’s really the 

media.  Harrison could’ve escaped and barged in on the Oval Office or something, but he went straight 

to the TV instead.  He knew everybody would be watching and he could get his message out to more 

people.  We only know things about the government that the media tells us anyway.  They have more 

power.”  Again, Alan was able to consider authorial intent and make connections between the fictional 

events of the story and the culture in which he lives.  Alan has met many of the Content Standards in 

developing critical reading strategies, constructing meaning beyond the literal level, developing as a 

reader for personal, social and political purposes and developing the skills of close and contextual 

literary meaning. 

Subtopic 5:  Vocabulary 

 I used two activities to assess Alan’s grasp of vocabulary.  The first assessed Alan’s 

understanding of vocabulary terms in the context of Harrison Bergeron (Appendix: Artifact 5).  I pulled 

out five high level words used within the text and asked Alan questions containing these words – in 

order to answer the question correctly, he would have to understand the meaning of each word 

(vigilance, impediment, luminous, hindrances, and synchronized).  Alan was able to answer each 

question correctly, proving his strength in using context clues to decode the meaning of words.  He 



 7 

answered these text-based questions with the same accuracy and confidence as with the 

comprehension questions.    

   The next assessment I administered was a timed standardized test called Maze Measures 

(Appendix: Article 6) which asks students to read two passages and select the best word from a group of 

three to complete each sentence.  Students have three minutes to complete each passage, and the 

assessment evaluates a reader’s ability to use context clues to decode vocabulary for correct use within a 

text.  Though Alan expressed confidence in his vocabulary skills and was able to answer the vocabulary 

questions based on the text easily, he became apprehensive when faced with a written, timed test.  He 

asked me if he would be penalized if he didn’t finish, and stated that “tests are stupid – smart people fail 

tests all the time.”  I explained that this assessment would be evaluating the same skills he had already 

proven to have, but in a different way.  He agreed to take the test, but looked in the direction of the timer 

often during the assessment.  He did not finish either passage.  Though the test is meant to be graded by 

the number answered right divided by the totally number of questions (giving Alan a score of 66%), he 

was 100% accurate on the questions he did answer.   

 Alan is able to determine the meaning of unfamiliar words through context clues and other 

methods (Content Standard 2.1.3).  Alan’s ability to decode vocabulary is strong, but his test score was 

influenced greatly by his test anxiety, and perhaps a fear of looking unintelligent or unsuccessful.  

Working with Alan on test taking strategies and relaxation techniques would be a logical step toward 

helping him to overcome test anxiety.   

Subtopic 6:  Written Expression/Connections 

 Because so many of the High School Grade Level Expectations are focused on writing and 

written expression, I thought it crucial that I incorporate writing assessment into my work with Alan.  

After reviewing and thinking about our past conversations, his interest inventories, and information 

received from my talks with his parents, I decided to prompt Alan to write a narrative comparing life on 

the east coast with life here in the Midwest.  He was enthusiastic about the idea, and worked on his 

writing during the time between our meetings.  When we met, he gave me his writing sample and we 
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read it together.  I had a hard time reading much of his handwriting, so I had him read his 

writing aloud while I followed along.  I noticed that while he read aloud, he identified many spelling and 

grammatical errors that he orally adjusted.  For example, he wrote, “People a much more lad back …” 

and verbally corrected this in his reading by saying, “People are much more laid back…”  I counted 

nine errors like this, along with seven spelling errors – six of which Alan apologized for when he came 

across them in his oral reading to me.  His ideas were organized logically, but missing many pertinent 

details and explanation, which created a superficial tone in his writing. 

 Because Alan easily picked out and corrected the spelling and grammatical errors in his writing 

as he read aloud, it was obvious to me that he had not looked over his writing after he finished the draft. 

This reminded me of some of his responses on the TRSSI survey – he did not reread his notes soon after 

taking them in class, and therefore was unfamiliar with much of the information in them by the time he 

was faced with a test.  As I listened to Alan’s responses to the comprehension questions linked to 

Harrison Bergeron, I realized that he does pick up on details, nuances and tone in his reading, and 

wanted him to work toward creating these elements in his writing as sell.  One of the Grade Level 

Standards requires that students see writing as a recursive process, and to help Alan to meet this 

standard, I would need to develop some activities geared toward editing and revising his writing 

(Standards V and VI). 

 The first step in this lesson was to have Alan proofread his paper and edit for spelling and 

grammatical errors.  I then gave him a student rubric based on the 6 Traits of Writing, and asked him to 

assess his own writing using this, circling where he thought his first draft fell on each of the six sections 

of the rubric.  I also encouraged him to make notes about how he could improve his writing based on 

these ideas.  Alan corrected his paper for convention errors easily, and I noticed that he mad notes about 

revision both on his original draft and on the rubric (Appendix: Artifacts 7 and 8).  After reviewing these 

steps with Alan and discussing his ideas with him, I asked him to incorporate them into a second draft.  

Alan worked on this during the time between our meetings, and when I saw him again, was proud to 

show me the revised draft (Appendix: Artifact 9).  Alan added many more details which made his 
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writing more interesting and hooked the reader, and created more of a personal tone in his 

writing.  For example, he added that Laurel Springs (where he lived for a time in New Jersey) was a 

frequent vacation spot for Walt Whitman.  He added some compelling word choices as well which also 

helped to create an interested, personal tone – calling the inhabitants of the east coast “denizens” for 

example.  He added personal details about the struggles he had with fighting and getting suspended in 

middle school, which created a much stronger bond between reader and writer.  The rubric seemed a 

helpful tool for Alan’s revision process.  I did notice quite a few spelling and letter omission errors, 

which lead me to believe that he still needs practice with proofreading immediately after drafting.   

Subtopic 7:  Literacy Across the Disciplines 

 One of the main issues that came out in Alan’s TRSSI survey was that fact that he did not take 

advantage of strategies other than reading and note taking for success on tests and to better learn the 

material.  Alan depends mainly on his reading comprehension skills and notes given by the instructor, 

but does not review or study this information effectively.  Alan and I discussed ways to organize, 

manipulate and review information to better success and retention of knowledge in all of his classes.  

Just as proofreading and editing his writing is something he needs to work on doing immediately after 

drafting, reviewing and editing his notes is something he needs to do soon after taking them.  He can 

also reread the material in textbooks and add to his notes. 

 Along with these strategies, we talked about other methods he can employ to better review, study 

and learn material across the disciplines.  Flashcards, mnemonic devices, and charts/graphs will help 

him to visually represent written information is a way which is easy to study and will help him to recall 

information more effectively.  We discussed that the more he is familiar with the information and has 

developed varied ways of recalling information, the more confident he will feel going into a test, and the 

more strategies he will have for successful recall if he feel overwhelmed or anxious.   

Reflection  

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

between Alan’s confidence in certain areas and his academic success.  Because he views himself as a 
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strong reader, he works harder in this subject and carries a higher grade.  He is also able to 

prove his knowledge of material in discussions and in writing more than in other core subjects; this is 

another reason his grade is consistently higher in English – his grade is influenced more strongly by 

objective tests in other disciplines, an area in which he feels anxiety and has performed poorly.  Using 

the strategies that we discussed, hopefully Alan will be able to more effectively prepare for tests and 

recall needed information.  Feeling prepared will increase his confidence when testing, and foster a 

feeling of success that will decrease his feelings of anxiety.   

 Alan responded well to his lesson about editing and revising.  He was able to effectively and 

distinctively improve his writing using the rubric.  During my lessons with him, Alan 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 help him to achieve High 

School Content Standards in writing and working with texts.  
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         Artifact 5 

 

Harrison Bergeron  

 

Comprehension/Connection Questions 

 

LIST 1 

 

1. What is the state of U.S. society as described in the first paragraph of the story?  How 

has  “equality” been achieved? 

2. Consider the characters of Hazel and George.  Why isn’t Hazel handicapped?  How 

does  George seem to feel about his handicaps? 

3. Consider the character of Harrison in terms of both his physical qualities and 

personality traits. 

4. What is the significance of the dance that Harrison performs with the ballerina?  How 

does the style in which the story is written change in this passage? 

5. How are we as readers supposed to react to Harrison and the ballerina’s execution? 

6. How do Hazel and George react to the televised murder of their son? 

7. What do you consider to be Vonnegut’s targets in this story? 

 

 

LIST 2 

 

1) What are the implications of the opening sentence, "The year was 2081, and everyone 

was finally equal? 

2) What human tendencies underlie the sort of world described by Vonnegut?  

3) What are the functions of the agents of "the United States Handicapper General"?  

4) What might Vonnegut be satirizing about the world? 

5) How are George and Hazel Bergeron described? What sort of life do they lead? What 

is Vonnegut parodying here?  

6) What does the story warn against? To what extent do television, radio, and the mass 

media generally function like George's mental handicap radio?   

7) Why is Harrison Bergeron such a threat to society? How old is he? How has he been 

"handicapped"? 

8) What is the meaning of Harrison's and the ballerina's flight-like dance and kissing? 

What is meant by the statement, "not only were the laws of the land abandoned, but the 

law of gravity and the laws of motion as well"? 

9) Why does Hazel Bergeron forget what she is crying about?  

10) What are the appropriate limits to ensuring equality and why? 

 

Vocabulary 

 

Describe the unceasing vigilance of the HG men. 

What kind of speech impediment do you imagine the TV announcer had? 

The ballerina’s voice is described as luminous.  What might it have sounded like? 

What type of hindrances do the ballerinas have? 

What does it mean if things are synchronized? 
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TE 846 Rubric for Case Study Two 
 For Student Self-Assessment and Instructor Feedback 

 
 
Name: _____________________________  Points: ____________/40 points 
 
 
                   Expectations for Quality 

Criteria 
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Comments 

Clear, consistent, and 
convincing evidence that 
standards have been 
addressed with case study 
students 
 

     

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

     

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

     

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

     

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

*Contracted number of 
subtopics 

 
 
 
 
At least 
7 sub-
topics 

 
 
 
 
5 sub-
topics 

 
 
 
 
3 sub-
topics 

 
 
 
 
1 sub-
topic 

 

Meets professional standards 
of writing mechanics 
 

     

 

* I have contracted for 7 subtopics. 
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