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Highlights 

 
 

 During the 2004/2005 school year, Bethel Park School District undertook a reading 
improvement study focused on underperforming 7th and 8th grade students attending 
Independence Middle School.  Students in the study all spent time using the AutoSkill® 
Academy of READING® intervention software.   

 Students in the study achieved the following results: 

 Students demonstrated substantive average gains of 2.5 grade levels on the 
comprehension section of the Stanford Diagnostic Reading Test (SDRT). 

 Students with 15 or more hours of time on task on the Academy of READING 
demonstrated average gains of 2.6 grade levels; 

 Prior to training on the Academy of READING, only 14.4% of students scored 
at or above their grade level on the comprehension section of the SDRT.  
Following training, 54.4% of students scored at or above their grade level on 
the test. 
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Study Environment 

Bethel Park School District – Independence Middle School 

Located just 10 miles south of Pittsburgh, PA, the Bethel Park School District is comprised of eight 
schools – five elementary, two middle, and one senior high school.  Total district enrollment for 
the 2004-2005 school year was 5,152.  The school district has a solid reputation for providing 
quality instruction, enhanced by a strong technology program, which includes computers and 
Internet access in all classrooms.  Independence Middle School houses 781 students in grades 7 
and 8. 

AutoSkill and the Academy of READING  

AutoSkill delivers highly effective and 
scalable literacy intervention solutions to 
help struggling elementary, middle and 
high school students master the 
fundamental skills of reading and math.  

Based on extensive research and proven in 
thousands of elementary, middle and high 
schools throughout the United States, the 
Academy of READING delivers a powerful 
intervention software solution that helps 
struggling students achieve rapid, 
permanent gains in reading.  

The Academy of READING uses a consistent 
methodology and a dynamic intervention 
engine to build foundation skills in five core 
areas outlined by the National Reading 
Panel.  

 

Classification of Students 

The implementation of the Academy of READING program for grades seven and eight began in 
September 2004.  The targeted student population for this program included remedial reading, 
special education, and English Language Learners who scored at or below the 39th percentile on 
the Terra Nova, and/or the Basic or Below Basic categories on the Pennsylvania System of School 
Assessment (PSSA).  Of the 781 students who attended Independence Middle School during the 
2004/2005 school year, there were 93 students (47 seventh graders and 46 eighth graders) 
enrolled in the Academy of READING program.   
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Of these 93 students, 52 were identified as regular education students, 40 were receiving 
learning support, and one was an English Language Learner. The 40 students receiving learning 
support were classified into five groups:  31 students with a specific learning disability; one with 
autism, one with mental retardation, five with other health impairments (such as ADHD), and 
two with emotional disturbances.  Within the 93 students, there were 85 White, five African 
Americans, two Asians/Pacific Islanders, and one Hispanic.   

A total of 47 students in the seventh grade and 46 students enrolled in the eighth grade 
participated in the training program (Figure 1). 

Figure 1:  Number of students participating by grade 

Student Training and Evaluation  

The students’ first encounter with the Academy of READING occurred when they were 
administered the Cloze paragraph assessment on September 15, 2004.   This placement test was 
used to assign the students an appropriate starting level within the Academy of READING; a level 
conducive to the individual student’s instructional needs.  The students were reassessed using the 
same cloze paragraph on March 18, 2005.  Between assessments, students were required to work 
in the Academy of READING program at the recommended time of 30 minutes a day for three 
days a week.  

In addition to the in-product placement test, students completed the Stanford Diagnostic 
Reading Test (SDRT) before and after training on the program. 
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Student Training Progress  

Training Achievement 

The extent of reading skills training that students achieved can be measured by examining either 
the amount of time each student spent directly training on the program or the number of 
reading skills mastered.  

Time on Task 

The Academy of READING precisely monitors the amount of time that students spend directly 
training on reading skill training exercises.  This measurement allows better examination of the 
gains students have achieved in relation to the degree of effort each student has devoted to 
training within the program.  The "Time on Task" (TOT) measure reflects the amount of time that 
students have spent working on the training exercises, as opposed to the amount of time that 
the students have been logged into the program.  The time students spend reviewing their 
training results, examining in the trophy case and other types of non-direct training activities is 
not included in the TOT value.  Average TOT by student group is highlighted in Figure 2. 

Figure 2:  Average TOT by student group 

0.0

2.0

4.0

6.0

8.0

10.0

12.0

14.0

16.0

18.0

20.0

A
ve

ra
ge

 T
im

e 
on

 T
as

k 
(H

ou
rs

)

Regular Students Learning Support



AutoSkill Academy of READING  Bethel Park, PA Page 6 of 12 
 

The average amount of time that students in the study group spent directly training on the 
Academy of READING is detailed in Table 1.  Overall, students achieved an average of 16.6 hours 
of TOT. The average amount of TOT achieved by the regular students was slightly less than that 
achieved by the learning support students. This difference was not statistically significant (see 
Table 1).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Reading Skills Mastered  

While knowing the amount of TOT a student has achieved provides a good indication of the 
work a student has completed, it does not provide a precise indication of what they have 
accomplished.  Examining the number of skills or exercises a student has mastered gives a better 
indication of their degree of achievement in the acquisition of reading skills. 

Students advance through the reading skills training program at different rates.  For students to 
master a skill they must be able to successfully complete a series of exercises targeted at 
developing that skill. In the Academy of READING, to successfully complete an exercise, students 
must respond to all questions with a very high degree of accuracy (>95% correct).  Furthermore, 
some reading skills combine the accuracy requirement with a response time specification that 
calls for the student to respond at a consistent rate of speed (within a 100 millisecond range).  In 
order to achieve this consistency of speed and accuracy, the skill must become an automatic 
cognitive process.  Since students are being trained on basic cognitive processes, it is common to 
find that students from widely different demographic environments demonstrate comparable 
gains in reading proficiency after mastering similar numbers of reading skills.  

As shown in Table 2, students training on the Academy of READING at Independence Middle 
School demonstrated substantial levels of reading skill mastery.  Overall, students mastered an 
average of 50.2 skills.  A relatively large number (26.9%) of students were able to complete their 
entire intervention training stream within the school year.  77.4% of the students mastered 40 or 
more reading skills. 

Table 1:  Average TOT per grade level 

Grade: Regular Students Learning Support Students Combined 

7 16.5 16.5 16.5 

8 15.4 18.1 16.7 

Overall 16.0 17.3 16.6 

Table 2:  Average number reading skills mastered by grade level 

Grade: Regular Students Learning Support Students Combined 

7 50.3 44.0 47.7 

8 53.3 52.3 52.8 

Overall 51.7 48.4 50.2 
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Gains in Reading Proficiency 

Gains in reading proficiency were assessed using the Stanford Diagnostic Reading Assessment 
(SDRT; Harcourt Assessment, Inc.) and the AutoSkill placement test.  Students were asked to 
complete both assessments prior to the start of training on the Academy of READING and 
following completion of the training period.  The SDRT is a widely recognized standardized 
assessment that measures student proficiency in reading comprehension and vocabulary.  The 
AutoSkill placement test is a reading level placement test used with the Academy of READING 
program. 

Students in both the regular reading group and the learning support group demonstrated gains 
on all reading tests.  On average, students demonstrated 2.5 grade level gains on the SDRT 
comprehension test and gains of 1.6 grade levels on the SDRT vocabulary test and AutoSkill 
placement test.  Tables 3, 4 and Figures 3, 4 highlight these results.  

 

Table 3:  Average grade level gains on reading assessments by student group 

 SDRT 
Comprehension 

SDRT 
Vocabulary 

AutoSkill 
Placement Test 

Regular Students 2.7 1.6 1.4 

Learning Support 
Students 2.1 1.6 1.9 

Overall 2.5* 1.6* 1.6* 

 
 

Table 4:  Average grade level gains on reading assessments by grade 

 SDRT 
Comprehension 

SDRT 
Vocabulary 

AutoSkill 
Placement Test 

Grade 7 2.2 1.1 1.7 

Grade 8 2.7 2.0 1.5 

Overall 2.5* 1.6* 1.6* 

 
*Statistically significant gain  p > .001 

 

Regular students and students in eighth grade achieved greater gains than their seventh grade 
and learning support counterparts on the SDRT assessments, while the learning support students 
showed greater gains on the AutoSkill placement test.  This may suggest the SDRT is more 
sensitive to more typical students while the AutoSkill placement test may be more sensitive to 
gains achieved by struggling students (Figures 3-5). 
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Figure 3:  Grade level gains on the SDRT comprehension test 

 
 

 
Figure 4:  Grade level gains on the SDRT vocabulary test 
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Figure 5:  Grade level gains on the AutoSkill placement test 

Gains on Terra Nova 

Students' scores on the Terra Nova assessment (CTB McGraw-Hill) were available for a number of 
seventh grade students that trained on the Academy of READING during the 2004/2005 school 
year. National percentile scores on the comprehension, vocabulary and composite components 
were available for the assessments written in the spring of 2004 and the spring of 2005.   
 
Students demonstrated significant increases in their national percentiles scores on all three Terra 
Nova measures. On average, students showed statistically significant gains of 7.9 percentiles in 
their Terra Nova composite scores and statistically significant gains of 6.5 percentiles on the 
comprehension measure. While the average gain of 8.1 percentiles on the vocabulary measure 
just missed the generally accepted cut-off level for statistical significance (Table 5).  

Table 5: Seventh grade students' scores on Terra Nova Assessment 

Terra Nova 
Measure  

Spring 
2003 

Spring 
2004 

Change Maximum  
change 

Comprehension  32.8 39.3 6.5** 40 

Vocabulary 34.2 42.3 8.1* 72 

Composite 34.0 41.9 7.9** 52 

Results of pair-wise t-test analysis  n= 46  *p < .08; ** p <.02 
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Relationship Between Time on Task and Gains in Reading Proficiency  

The relationship between the amount of TOT students spent training on the Academy of 
READING and the gains in reading proficiency they demonstrated on the reading test is 
illustrated in Figure 6.  Students with lower amounts of TOT tended to score lower on measures 
of reading proficiency than those students that spent more time training on the program. 
Students with 15 or more hours of TOT demonstrated average gains of 2.6 grade levels. 

 

Figure 6:  Comparison of TOT and test gains 
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Getting Students Back to Grade Level 

Students were selected to participate in the Academy of READING training program if they 
scored at or below the 39th percentile on the Terra Nova, and/or the Basic or Below Basic 
categories on the PSSA.  Therefore it is of interest to examine, upon completion of the Academy 
of READING training period, whether students had achieved grade level reading proficiency. 

Table 6 below details increases in the number of students at or above their grade in reading 
proficiency following training on the Academy of READING.  Prior to training on the Academy of 
READING, only 14.4% of students scored at or above their grade level on the SDRT 
comprehension test.  Following training, 54.4 % of students scored at or above their grade level.  
This included a mix of regular and learning support students.  Forty-nine percent regular students 
and 27.8% learning support students scored at or above their grade level following training on 
the Academy of READING.  Overall, a 40% increase in the number of students who scored at or 
above grade level following training on the Academy of READING occurred.   

 

Table 6: Change in student reading proficiency   
(as determined by SDRT comprehension test scores) 

Average Grade Equivalent 
Score 

Percentage of students at 
or above grade level 

 

Pre-training 
 

Post-training 
 

Pre-training 
 

Post-training 
 

Increase in % 
at or above 
grade level 

Grade 7 5.2 6.4 20.0% 50.0% 30.0% 

Regular 
Students 

4.8 6.7 14.3% 60.7% 46.4% 

Learning 
Support 

5.6 5.7 29.4% 33.3% 3.9% 

Grade 8 5.7 8.0 9.1% 54.4% 45.3% 

Regular 
Students 

6.0 8.4 8.7% 60.9% 52.2% 

Learning 
Support 

5.4 7.5 9.5% 57.1% 47.6% 

All Regular Students 11.8% 60.8% 49.0% 

All Learning Support Students  18.4% 46.2% 27.8% 

All Students 14.4% 54.4% 40.0% 
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Summary of Findings 

 The effectiveness of the Academy of READING training program was evaluated based on 
the performance of 93 students in the 7th and 8th grades; 40 of the students were 
receiving learning support. 

 During the 2004/2005 school year, students made extensive training progress as they 
completed an average of 16.0 hours of focused training on the program and mastered 
an average of 50.2 reading skills.  

 Students’ gains in reading proficiency were measured with the Comprehension and 
Vocabulary sections of the Stanford Diagnostic Reading Test (SDRT) and the AutoSkill 
Reading Assessment. 

 Students demonstrated substantive average gains of 2.5 grade levels on the SDRT 
comprehension test. 

 Students with 15 or more hours of time on task demonstrated average gains of 2.6 grade 
levels. 

 Prior to training on the Academy of READING, only 14.4% of students scored at or above 
their grade level on the comprehension section of the SDRT.  Following training, 54.4% 
of students scored at or above their grade level on the test.   

 Seventh grade students demonstrated statistically significant year over year increases on 
the comprehension and composite measures of the Terra Nova Assessment. 
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