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Abstract 

 South Carolina’s Charter School Act of 1996 was passed for the primary reason 

of improving education for the state. A part of this improvement would come by way of 

charter schools providing innovative ways of teaching and learning. In 2017 WCSD was 

established, in hopes of answering the call of the 1996 Charter School Act by providing 

innovative ways of educating students, thus improving public education in the state. 

Today, South Carolina’s school system ranks 44th in the nation, out-performing only six 

other states, and there is no data proving or disproving the impact of WCSD on 

education. The purpose of this research is to investigate the impact of WCSD on the 

reading achievement of its third-grade students enrolled in three of its innovations: Vision 

School of Excellence PBL, Mauldin School of Excellence College Readiness and Virtual 

Academy of the State. The data for this study was collected from school year 2020-2021 

SC READY ELA assessment results. Analyzing the overall reading achievement of these 

innovations will not only inform policy makers on the achievement of charter schools, 

but it will also provide data for parents to make informed decisions about what types of 

charter schools may best educate their children. This data is equally important to both 

charter schools and TPS leaders so they too can make informed decisions about their own 

instructional practices. The results of the study create an increased focus on the reading 

achievement of charter school students and further efforts to prepare all students for 

reading success. 

 Keywords: reading achievement, charter schools, project-based learning, college 

readiness, virtual schools, Read to Succeed 
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Chapter One 

Background 

Reading is, by far, one of the single most important skills a student will ever 

learn, as early performance indicators in reading have major implications for students’ 

later academic success. There is much research examining the importance and long-term 

implications of reading achievement or the lack thereof. Birgiisdottir et al. (2020), in their 

research on the early predictors of first and fourth grade reading and math, discussed the 

contribution of early reading skills on math achievement. They reported on how below 

average phonological skills can impact math attainment as most math problems require 

decoding words as well as symbols. According to the research of Hernandez (2010), 75% 

of students who are poor readers during third grade, will continue to be poor readers 

when they reach high school. Additionally, these students are also less likely to graduate 

high school. Furthermore, 17% of third grade children who have below average reading 

skills, are less likely to graduate from high school on time. Lesnick et al. (2010) 

discussed the educational outcomes of third-grade students in their report to the Annie E. 

Casey Foundation. Based on their reporting, third-grade students who are above grade 

level in reading are more likely to attend college than those at or below grade level. 

Furthermore, the report claimed that third grade reading level is usually indicative of 

eighth grade reading levels.   

 Additionally, national reading achievement gives much reason for concern 

regarding the state of reading education, according to some research. For example, NAEP 

State Profiles (n.d.), report that only 34% of 4th graders nationally scored at or above 

NAEP proficiency in reading, while nine states and districts experienced lower 
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percentages of proficiency. Furthermore, these trends are similar with eighth grade 

students who experienced a 32% NAEP proficiency in reading, according to the same 

report. In the case of eighth graders, 13 states and districts scored lower than the national 

average. Barshay et al. (2021) discussed similar concerns in their reporting on the decline 

in reading skills post COVID-19. As a result of the pandemic, students in the U.S. lost the 

equivalent to 50% of reading instruction. Furthermore, states who ranked the highest in 

reading also experienced decline, such as Massachusetts, where students experienced a 

six-percentage point slide from 2019 to 2021. The report goes on to suggest that nearly 

66% of U.S. students were not reading at grade level prior to 2020, mimicking the trend 

of years prior. In the spring of 2021, students in all grade levels scored three to six 

percentile points lower on Measures of Academic Progress (MAP) than they had in the 

year prior.  

In a 2018 oral reading fluency (ORF) study, White et al. (2021) provided the 

findings regarding students whose scores on the NAEP reading assessment fell below 

basic. In addition to a little more than one third of fourth graders scoring below basic, 

more than half of African American students and about one half of Hispanic fourth 

graders earned scores below NAEP Basic. Of the 1.27 million fourth-grade students who 

performed below basic, nearly one third of them fell in the NAEP Basic Low category, 

which means these students not only read with less precision and speed, but also read 

with little or no expression, which is an indicator of poor comprehension. 

 As reading achievement relates to South Carolina, according to The South 

Carolina State Reading Plan (2021), in 2018, 37% of the state’s kindergarteners 

demonstrated readiness on the Kindergarten Readiness Assessment (KRA). While this 
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percentage is higher than 2020’s 27%, it is slightly lower than 2019’s 39%. Except for 

2020, South Carolina has experienced an upward trend in the percentage of its 

kindergarteners showing readiness. This trend is in line with KRA performance goals 

illustrated in Table 1, which is based on the goal of a three percent increase annually of 

students who demonstrate readiness. 

Table 1 

KRA Performance Goals 

Year Readiness Percentage 
Goal 

2017-18 36 (Benchmark) 

2022-23 51 

2027-28 66 

2032-33 81 

2037-38 96 

 
Source: Reading Plan and Proficiency Report (2021)  

Regarding reading achievement for the primary grades, 43.7% of third graders 

and 43.4% of 4th graders met or exceeded grade level expectations on the ELA portion of 

the SC READY assessment in 2016 (State Scores by Grade Level, n.d.-a). In 2017, those 

percentages were slightly lower at 42.1% for third grade and 40.9% for 4th grade (State 

Scores by Grade Level, n.d.). South Carolina began to see improvement in the ELA gains 

between 2018 and 2022 except for 2020 during the COVID-19 pandemic. As reported by 

NAEP 2019 Reading State Snapshot Report Grade 4, (n.d.-b) in 2019, South Carolina 

fourth-grade students had an average reading score, as reported by Reading NAEP 

Achievement, of 216. This score was three points lower than the national average of 
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2019, lower than 25 other states but higher than four states. When examined for score 

gaps, these scores show black students scoring 31 points lower than their white 

counterparts while Hispanic students scored 19 points lower. Additionally, students who 

participated in the National School Lunch Program scored much lower than those who 

did not.  

Reading proficiency does not only fall below national averages at the elementary 

level. Those same trends can be seen at the secondary level as well for South Carolina 

students. In 2019, the average Reading NAEP Achievement score for eighth grade 

students was 259. In addition to this score being three points lower than the nation’s 

average, it was lower than 34 other states, higher than just five states, and had no 

significant difference to 12 other states' averages. When examining the score gaps for 

student groups, the average score for black students in South Carolina was 28 points 

lower than the scores of white students, with Hispanic students’ average score being 17 

points lower than white students. Students who were eligible for free or reduced lunch 

through the National School Lunch Program, received an average score which was 24 

points lower than students who were not (NAEP 2019 Reading State Snapshot Report 

Grade 8, n.d.-a). 

Regarding reading achievement in charter schools, this study sought to determine 

if charter school type effects reading achievement. This is an important subject to 

research since much rides on the reading achievement of students. Early advocates for 

charter schools promised five outcomes that would positively impact public education. 

Kolderie (1990) and Nathan (1996) predicted the passing of charter school laws would 

generate a reinvention in both public and private schools. This reinvention would provide 
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a larger number and variety of school choices for parents. Wohlstetter, Wenning, & 

Briggs (1995) thought the independence from local school districts, would allow charters 

to experience more autonomy and flexibility than TPS. The combination of autonomy 

and market competition was thought to make charter schools more innovative while 

allowing them to provide higher quality education than TPS (Arsen et al., 1999). Kolderie 

(1990) predicted charter schools would be more accountable than district-operated 

schools because charter schools had to meet the demands of parents, students, and 

funding agencies. Finally, Nathan (1996) suggested that because charter schools had 

more autonomy, provided innovation, and were held more accountable, student 

achievement would be improved along with parental and student satisfaction. 

Additionally, teachers would experience higher satisfaction, and empowerment. These 

improvements brought on by the adoption of charter school laws would thus improve 

overall public education. 

As outlined in South Carolina’s 1996 Charter school Act, one of charter schools’ 

purposes is to “create new, innovative, and more flexible ways of educating children 

within the public school system” (Code of Laws - Title 59 - Chapter 40 - Charter 

Schools, n.d.). South Carolina’s West Charter School District (WCSD) has 24 schools 

with enrollment of approximately 24,000 students in 10 innovations: College Readiness, 

Virtual, Project-Based Learning, Entrepreneurial, Core Knowledge, Global Competence, 

STEM, Classical, Montessori and Personalized Learning. 

Several researchers have examined the impact of charter schools on a national 

level and have mixed findings. Some findings show positive impacts of charter schools, 

with others suggesting no impact. Griffith (2019) found in urban areas, where charter 
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schools make up a higher market share, black and Hispanic students experience notable 

achievement gains. The research of Chen and Harris (2021) show the entry of charter 

schools positively impacting district level outcomes for the TPS in the same area. Wang 

et al. (2019) report no significant differences in reading scores reported on the 2019 

Reading State Snapshot report of 4th grade students’ reading achievement in TPS and 

charter schools.  

Additionally, much research has addressed the reading achievement of charter 

schools specifically based on school type. For example, McHugh & Stringfield (1999) 

and Walbert & Meyer (2004), both discuss studies completed on Core Knowledge 

Curriculum schools in Maryland and North Carolina, finding students enrolled in these 

schools showed higher achievement gains than their counterparts in matched TPS 

schools. Furthermore, Krowka et al. (2017) found No Excuses charter schools increased 

reading and math outcomes for their students also. Contrary to the above research 

findings however, Ahn (2016) found students enrolled in Ohio’s virtual charter schools 

performed worse on state assessments than their TPS counterparts. Missing are the 

outcomes of charter districts employing multiple school types in educating elementary 

students.  

Problem Statement 
Past research does investigate the impact of charter schools by type; however, 

research regarding the impact of South Carolina charter schools on reading achievement 

is scant. More specifically, little research is available regarding the impact of WCSD 

charter innovations. To add to the body of knowledge which already exist regarding 
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reading achievement of students enrolled in charter school by type, this study will 

investigate the reading achievement of three innovations of WCSD.  

Nature of the Study 
While the original goal of charter schools is still relevant today, there are a 

number of questions to be addressed regarding the reading achievement of the students 

who attend WCSD and how this achievement differs by school type. Considering school 

type, the following research questions will be answered:  

Research Questions 

Question One. Does school innovation affect the reading achievement of third graders? 

Question Two. What factors impact the differences between reading achievement scores 

of third graders as measured by the SC READY assessment between Virtual, Project-

Based Learning, and College Readiness innovations? 

Question Three. How are SC READY ELA performance scores of third graders 

different between Virtual, Project-Based Learning, and College Readiness elementary 

innovations? 

 A quantitative, causal-comparative research study was conducted to gather data 

to add to the existing body of knowledge surrounding the achievement of charter school 

students as well as the various innovations. Findings of this research may assist states in 

establishing charter school policies and assist districts with accountability measures. This 

research may also provide useful information for charter school authorizers in making 

decisions regarding the needs of their individual charter schools.  

Conceptual Framework 
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Between 1992 and 2009, South Carolina had slight improvements in the reading 

proficiency of its fourth graders, while ranking in the bottom 10 states. During this time, 

the state implemented a number of initiatives to address the state’s struggling readers. 

From 2000-2010, three reading initiatives were put into effect. SC Reading Initiative 

(SCRI), which focused on K-12 students, was in place from 2000-2009. Beginning in 

2002 and ending in 2007, was SC READS, which focused on pre-kindergarten through 

third grade. Lastly, South Carolina Reading First (SCRF) which targeted kindergarten 

through fifth grade was in place from 2004-2010. While the state did experience gains 

from these initiatives, positive effects were only seen by those districts and schools which 

participated (South Carolina Department of Education, 2015). 

In 2009, the SCDE and a literacy team of nine members representing the state 

helped to create a comprehensive literacy plan entitled Literacy Matters Comprehensive 

Literacy Plan, published in 2011 (South Carolina Department of Education, 

2015). Within this plan, four key challenges were identified as having an impact on the 

reading proficiency of South Carolina students: low student achievement in reading and 

writing, literacy achievement gaps among demographic groups, summer reading 

achievement loss, and a limited number of exemplary literacy classrooms. It was the 

identification of these challenges and the lessons learned from the previous reading 

initiatives that informs the Read to Succeed legislation (South Carolina Department of 

Education, 2020). Read to Succeed Act 284, is referenced in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1 
 
Read to Succeed Act 284 
 

 
 

Note: From Charter Institute at Erskine. (n.d). Read to Succeed. Retrieved March 14, 

2023, from https://erskinecharters.org/state-academic-programs/read-to-succeed/ 

 
Read to Succeed 

The conceptual framework of this study originates from South Carolina’s Read to 

Succeed legislation. In 2014, to improve literacy proficiency in South Carolina, and to 

improve student reading achievement for prekindergarten through twelfth grade students, 

the South Carolina General Assembly passed Act 284 (Read to Succeed). Read to 

Succeed was chosen as the conceptual framework for this study, as it is foundational to 

reading achievement in South Carolina. Read to Succeed is intended to ensure reading 

progress for all school age students. Moreover, this act was an attempt to close South 
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Carolina's achievement gap, while ensuring all high school graduates possessed the 

literacy skills necessary to be ready for college or career. Through Read to Succeed 

legislation, students in the state are prepared for college and career readiness and lifelong 

learning. Skills such as literacy and critical thinking are supported by teaching practices 

which align to the Profile of the South Carolina Graduate (South Carolina Department of 

Education, 2021). This profile is depicted in Figure 2.  

Figure 2 
 
Profile of The South Carolina Graduate 
 

 
 

Note: From the SCDE. (2023). Profile of the South Carolina Graduate. Retrieved March 

16, 2023, from https://sccompetes.org/profile-of-the-graduate-to-become-law/ 
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Through the Read to Succeed Act, a variety of interventions were put in place by 

the newly established, state-level, Read to Succeed Office. For example, every district is 

required to develop an annual reading proficiency plan addressing the needs of all 

students in grades Prekindergarten through 12th grade. Also, districts must provide 

reading intervention programs including, but not limited to, summer reading camps. 

Additionally, all licensed K-12 teachers are required to complete additional training to 

receive Read to Succeed endorsement. South Carolina’s Read to Succeed framework is 

comprehensive, as it includes eight components which are intended to target all educators 

and students in the state. These components include: 

1. State, district, and school reading plans, 

2. Focus on third grade progression, 

3. Summer reading camps, 

4. Provision of reading interventions, 

5. Requirements for in-service educator endorsements, 

6. Early learning and literacy development, 

7. Teacher preparation, and 

8. Reading coaches (South Carolina Department of Education, 2021).   

State, District, and School Reading Plans. Read to Succeed, also known as Act 284, 

requires the department of education to establish, execute, assess, and improve as needed, 

a comprehensive reading plan addressing pre-kindergarten students to high school seniors 

to advance reading achievement. The South Carolina State Reading Plan informs districts 

and schools as they create their own plans to address the reading achievement of their 

students (Reading Plans (State, District, and School), n.d.).  
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Third Grade Progression, Summer Reading Camps and Provision of Reading 

Interventions. At the start of the 2017-18 school year, Read to Succeed began requiring 

all third-grade students be retained if they fail to demonstrate third grade-reading 

proficiency by the end of the school year. Third grade is considered a highly important 

year as students are no longer learning to read but reading to learn. This component is 

intended to ensure that students have their reading needs identified and met by the time 

they complete third grade. To provide instruction to students and to ensure they reach 

reading proficiency, funds are allocated for each school to facilitate summer reading 

camps using a certified teacher who has a literacy teacher endorsement. Moreover, proper 

intervention programs and support should be provided to those students who are 

struggling. (Code of Laws - Title 59 - Chapter 155 - South Carolina Read to Succeed Act, 

n.d.). To review third grade retention guidelines and notification timeline, please refer to 

Figures 3 and 4.  
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Figure 3  
 
Third Grade Retention Flowchart 
 

 

Note: From the SCDE. (2023). Read to Succeed Third Grade Retention Guidance 

Document. Retrieved March 16, 2023., from https://ed.sc.gov/instruction/early-learning-

and-literacy/read-to-succeed/third-grade-retention/updated-third-grade-retention/ 
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Figure 4 
 
Read to Succeed Retention Notification Timeline for Third Grade 
 

 

Note: From the SCDE. (2023). Read to Succeed Third Grade Retention Guidance 

Document. Retrieved November 31, 2023, from https://ed.sc.gov/instruction/early-

learning-and-literacy/read-to-succeed/third-grade-retention/updated-third-grade-retention/ 
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In-Service Educator Endorsements, Teacher Preparation, and Reading 

Coaches. Under the Read to Succeed framework, all teachers must be provided access to 

coursework equipping them with the knowledge and skills to teach their students to 

comprehend grade level texts. Additionally, all teacher certification programs must be 

approved by the State Department of Education to ensure all candidates complete 

programs with the knowledge and skills to effectively assist children in becoming 

proficient readers. Moreover, each elementary school should employ a reading coach 

who provides ongoing professional development to teachers, in an effort to improve 

reading instruction and achievement (Code of Laws - Title 59 - Chapter 155 - South 

Carolina Read to Succeed Act, n.d.). 

Early Learning and Literacy Development. Through the Child Early Reading 

Development and Education Program (CERDEP), Read to Succeed focuses on early 

learning and literacy development. This component of the act is concerned with students 

having successful reading experiences in kindergarten. Also, to support the reading 

development of at-risk preschoolers in high poverty districts, CERDEP provides funds 

for full day 4K programs. All students entering prekindergarten or kindergarten in a 

public school, must be administered the Kindergarten Readiness Assessment (KRA) 

(Code of Laws - Title 59 - Chapter 155 - South Carolina Read to Succeed Act, n.d.). An 

overview of KRA and how it supports students, can be seen in Figures 5 and 6. 
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Figure 5 
 
What is KRA? 

 
Note: From the State of South Carolina Department of Education. (n.d.) Fact Sheet. 

Retrieved from https://ed.sc.gov/tests/tests-files/pre-k-and-kindergarten-readiness-

assessments/kra-fact-sheet/ 

 
Figure 6 
 
How Does KRA Support Individual Children? 

 
Note: From the State of South Carolina Department of Education. (n.d.) Fact Sheet. 

Retrieved from https://ed.sc.gov/tests/tests-files/pre-k-and-kindergarten-readiness-

assessments/kra-fact-sheet/ 

 
States With Legislation Similar to Read to Succeed. South Carolina is not alone in 

its quest to improve the reading achievement of its students. Several states have passed 

legislation requiring schools and districts to create reading plans designed to ensure 
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students are equipped with proficient reading skills. In 2016, Michigan passed Read by 

Grade Three, a law requiring schools to identify students who are struggling in reading 

and writing. Like Read to Succeed, Read by Grade Three requires students to be retained 

in third grade if they are more than one grade level behind (What is the Read by Grade 

Three Law, n.d). 

North Carolina’s Read to Achieve (RtA) legislation was passed in 2012 with a 

goal of increasing the reading achievement of elementary students. The RtA policy 

includes mandatory interventions for students who are not reading proficiently by the end 

of third grade (Stallings & Weiss, 2018). Having a similar goal to RtA, The Virginia 

Literacy Act aims to increase the literacy rates of Virginia’s kindergarteners, first, second 

and third grade students. This law will take effect at the beginning of the 2024-2025 

school year (Gelman, 2022). 

Developed out of a desire to promote literacy in the next generation, Georgia HR 

650 is the state of Georgia’s legislation to ensure the reading proficiency of its students. 

One of the primary goals set forth by Georgia HR 650 is to identify evidence-based 

reading instruction to ensure a literate workforce (HR 650, n.d.). In February of 2021, the 

state of Tennessee signed into law the Tennessee Literacy Success Act. With a mission to 

improve literacy rates in the state, the law outlines requirements for school districts to 

develop literacy plans to improve reading outcomes for the state's students (Foundational 

Literacy Skills Plan, n.d.). 

Operational Definitions 
The following terms are defined to help the reader understand the context of each 

term in this quantitative research study.  
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Accountability: “Acceptance of the responsibility for improving student 

performance and taking actions to improve classroom practice and school performance 

by the Governor, the General Assembly, the State Department of Education, colleges and 

universities, local school boards, administrators, teachers, parents, students, and the 

community” (Code of Laws - Title 59 - Chapter 18 - Education Accountability Act, n.d.). 

Administrative Law Court (ALC): “The Administrative Law Court is an agency 

and court of record within the executive branch of state government created by the South 

Carolina General Assembly by Act No. 181 of 1993, to provide an independent forum for 

hearing the contested cases of state agencies.” (SC Administrative Law Court - Home, 

n.d.).  

Charter School: “A charter school is a public school that operates as a school of 

choice. Charter schools are exempt from significant state or local regulations related to 

operation and management but otherwise adhere to regulations of public schools” (What 

Is a Charter School | NCSRC, n.d.) 

College Readiness: “Ability of a high school student to succeed in the pursuit of 

post-secondary education” (Lynch, 2020). 

Elementary School: “Any public school which contains grades no lower than 

kindergarten and no higher than the eighth.” (South Carolina Code of Laws, n.d.-b). 

English Language Arts (ELA): “The discipline of English language arts includes 

reading, writing, listening, speaking, viewing, and producing texts, broadly defined.” 

(English Language Arts – Teaching Works Resource Library, n.d.)  

Kindergarten Readiness Assessment (KRA): “A developmentally appropriate 

instrument that measures a child’s school readiness across multiple domains.  
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Understanding a child’s school readiness helps kindergarten teachers best meet the 

child’s needs, and it helps schools, families, communities and policy makers know how 

best to support young children as they enter the K-12 environment.” (Kindergarten 

Readiness Assessment (KRA), n.d.) 

Lexile Level: “method used by schools to measure a student reader’s ability.” 

(Lexile Levels, n.d.) 

Measures of Academic Progress (MAP): “are a series of computerized adaptive 

tests that measure general knowledge in reading, mathematics, language usage and 

science.” (Measures of Academic Progress (NWEA MAP), n.d.) 

National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP): “The largest nationally 

representative, continuing evaluation of the condition of education in the United States.” 

(About NAEP, n.d.) 

Oral Reading Fluency (ORF): “The speed and accuracy with which text is read 

orally” (Speece and Ritchey, 2005).  

Profile of a South Carolina Graduate: “Characteristics which demonstrate a 

student is on track to demonstrate readiness to start a career or enter a two- or four-year 

university” (Education Oversight Committee 2018).  

Project-Based Learning (PBL): “Project Based Learning is a teaching method in 

which students learn by actively engaging in real-world and personally meaningful 

projects.” (Buck Institute for Education, n.d). 

Public school: “Any school operated by publicly elected or appointed school 

officials in which the program and activities are under the control of these officials, and 
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which is supported by public funds” (Code of Laws - Title 59 - Chapter 155 - South 

Carolina Read to Succeed Act, n.d.). 

School Choice: “Any policy that allows families to take their children’s education 

dollars to the approved education provider of their choosing – be it traditional public 

schools, public charter schools, private school, virtual learning, or home schooling” 

(American Federation for Children, n.d.). 

South Carolina College-and Career Ready Assessment (SC READY): “A 

statewide assessment in English Language Arts (ELA), mathematics, science and social 

studies administered to students in grades 3–8 as required by the Education 

Accountability Act (EAA) (South Carolina College- and Career-Ready Assessments (SC 

READY, n.d.). 

South Carolina Department of Education (SCDE): “Provides leadership and 

support so that all public education students graduate prepared for success” (About, n.d.). 

South Carolina Public Charter School District (SCPCD): “South Carolina’s 

most-established charter school authorizer, the South Carolina Public Charter School 

District exists to provide high-quality, innovative, and diverse options for all families 

across the state” (Home, n.d.). 

Student Achievement: “The measurement of the amount of academic content a 

student learns in a given time frame” (Student Achievement Definition and Meaning, 

n.d.). 

Student Progress: “How students are growing or improving academically in 

English Language Arts and Math and how the lowest performing 20% of students in a 

school are growing academically” (Education Oversight Committee, 2018). 
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Student Engagement: “Focuses on basic, objective measures of student 

engagement in schooling, such as attendance and continuous enrollment” (National 

Alliance, Colorado League of Charter Schools, CREDO & NACSA, 2008). 

Third grade reading proficiency: “The ability to read grade-level texts by the end 

of a student's third grade year as demonstrated by the results of state-approved 

assessments administered to third grade students, or through other assessments as noted 

in this chapter and adopted by the board” (South Carolina Code of Laws, n.d.-c). 

Traditional Public School (TPS). “Any school existing or to be built that is 

operated and controlled by a school district in this state” (Traditional Public School 

Definition, n.d.). 

Virtual: “Education method that is delivered through online or distance learning 

format” (Team, n.d.). 

Assumptions and Delimitations 

In this study, it is assumed the SC READY assessment is a reliable and valid 

means of measuring the reading achievement of students in South Carolina. It is also 

assumed that students made their best efforts on the 2020-2021 SC READY Assessment. 

Finally, the assumption was made that innovations included in this study are strictly 

utilizing curricular educational methods aligned with the school’s defined format.  

This study has several delimitations. The innovations and students chosen were 

limited to WCSD elementary charter innovations, which represents just a fraction of the 

charter schools in the district and South Carolina. Since only three innovations were used, 

the small size of the sample may also serve as a limitation to this study. Time constraints 

limited the study to include only three of WCSD’s schools subscribing to PBL, virtual or 
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College Readiness formats. A study including all WCSD’s innovations or all the district’s 

virtual, Project-Based and College Readiness innovations might have yielded results 

reflecting the district’s total impact on reading achievement. Although student 

achievement can be measured through various other indicators, this study measured 

student achievement through only acquired vertical scale scores on the 2021 SC READY 

ELA assessment. Using performance data from other assessments might have allowed for 

more triangulated data. This study is further limited by the researcher’s decision to focus 

only on reading achievement of the innovations. Including math achievement in this 

study might have allowed the researcher to develop a comprehensive understanding of 

the achievement of WCSD’s third grade students. Additionally, the SC READY 

performance scores for only third graders were included in this study. Including all 

students who participated in the state’s achievement assessment could have resulted in 

different findings representative of the innovations’ overall effects on reading 

achievement. Finally, the researcher’s decision to use only 2021 SC READY 

performance data further limited this study. This decision was made because the 

researcher was closely involved with at least one of the innovations during the 2021-2022 

school year and beyond and desired to minimize the opportunity for bias. No scores were 

available for the 2019-2020 school year, as administration of SC READY was canceled 

due to the COVID-19 pandemic (Mathis, 2021). Using multiple years of SC READY 

vertical scale scores might have allowed the researcher to triangulate data to develop a 

comprehensive understanding of the achievement experienced by WCSD innovations.  

Significance of the Study 
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Because one of the purposes of the South Carolina Charter Schools Act was to 

assist in improving student learning and increasing learning opportunities for students, 

this study aims to investigate this using the performance achievement of WCSD’s 

Virtual, Project-Based Learning and College Readiness elementary innovations. 

Analyzing the overall reading achievement of these innovations will not only inform 

policy makers on the achievement of charter schools, but it will also provide data for 

parents, enabling them to make informed decisions about what types of charter 

innovations might best educate their children. This data is equally important to both 

charter school leaders and TPS leaders, so they too can make informed decisions about 

their own instructional practices. All students deserve a high-quality education equipping 

them with skills to be productive citizens. With WCSD serving more than 50% of the 

state's public charter enrollment, it is important to understand the impact its various 

innovations are having on the reading outcomes of enrolled students. 

Summary 
Early reading achievement has major implications for students’ educational 

progress. Research has long matched early reading achievement to math achievement, 

middle school success, as well as high school graduation. South Carolina has recognized 

the need to improve the reading outcomes of its students and has implemented a number 

of reading initiatives. The most recent initiative and the conceptual framework of this 

dissertation, Read to Succeed, is intended to improve reading outcomes for South 

Carolina students as well as equip teachers with the necessary skills needed to provide 

reading instruction. To assist South Carolina in improving educational outcomes of its 

students, in 1996, the state passed the Charter School Act allowing for charter schools to 
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be established in the state. In order to better understand the performance of South 

Carolina charter schools and their impact on the reading achievement of students, a 

comprehensive study was completed.  

Chapter two discusses the existing research surrounding virtual, Project-Based 

and College Readiness charter schools and their performance in South Carolina.   



 

 

Chapter Two: Literature Review  

Introduction 

The primary purpose of this study was to examine the differences in third grade 

reading achievement of WCSD’s Vision School of Excellence Project-Based Learning, 

Mauldin School of Excellence College Readiness, and Virtual Academy of the State 

innovations.  

This literature review aims to provide a summary of existing literature in the areas 

of school choice, charter schools, the history of their growth in South Carolina, and the 

achievement associated with them. The chapter begins with school choice followed by a 

historical background of charter schools and then provides a review of the charter school 

emergence in South Carolina including the procedure for establishing a charter school. 

Moreover, this literature review will discuss the available literature regarding the 

achievement of charter schools compared to TPS as well as the achievement of South 

Carolina charter schools compared to the state’s TPS. Literature on virtual, Project-based 

Learning and College Readiness schools will be reviewed followed by literature on 

reading intervention programs.   

School Choice 

The origins of school choice can most often trace back to Milton Friedman, a 

winner of the Nobel Prize in Economics. While Freidman (1962) believed that the 

government should have some involvement in education, he detested the idea that 

“Formal schooling is today paid for and almost entirely administered by government 

bodies” (p. 85). He also believed that public schools were not concerned with the 

satisfaction of parents and guardians of its students, nor were they concerned with their 
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own improvement. With the insertion of free market forces through school choice, 

Friedman believed that parents would be empowered to gain the attention of public-

school districts by choosing to send their students elsewhere until public education 

systems were improved. The message sent would be especially resounding if funding for 

students leaving public schools followed them by way of tuition allowances or vouchers. 

Friedman (1955) presented the theory of school choice for the first time. 

Friedman's theory is not an array of principles that can be selected and implemented at 

will; rather, it is a system. Principles of school choice are interconnected, and how one is 

put into practice has an impact on the outcomes of others. Vouchers would be given to 

students, which they could use at any accredited educational establishment. 

Friedman (1962) posits that vouchers would be given by the government to 

parents who could exchange them for educational services. These services could be 

obtained from an "approved" institution of their own choice. Institutions could be private, 

public, for profit or not for profit. The government’s role would only be to ensure that 

institutions met the minimum required standards. Freidman likened this oversight to how 

the government “inspects restaurants to ensure that they maintain minimum sanitary 

standards” (p. 89). Friedman believed the impact on the institution’s loss of funding, as a 

result of vouchers, would be a catalyst for school reform.  

While Friedman’s voucher system remained relevant, he did revise his ideas over 

time. In the revision of the voucher system, he compared it to the GI bills that were 

provided to military veterans. Parents would receive vouchers for educational purposes 

only, allowing them to choose any school at which to use them. The only criteria was that 

the chosen school met the required guidelines.  



 

 

27 

Parents could, and should, be permitted to use the vouchers not only at 
private schools but also at other public schools—and not only at schools in 
their own district, city, or state, but at any school that is willing to accept 
their child. That would both give every parent a greater opportunity to 
choose and at the same time require public schools to finance themselves 
by charging tuition (wholly, if the voucher corresponded to the full cost; at 
least partly, if it did not). The public schools would then have to compete 
both with one another and with private schools (Friedman & Friedman, 
1980, p. 161). 

 
Goldhaber (1999) defined school choice as “any policy that is designed to reduce 

the constraint that current school configurations place on schools and students.” (p. 16) 

Along with this definition, Goldhaber provided a general overview of the arguments in 

favor of and in opposition to school choice. Those in favor of choice were driven by two 

theories: (a) competition among schools will help to increase the efficiency of 

educational services provided and thus improve educational outcomes, and (b) choice 

would grant parents more control over educational decisions, empowering them to choose 

better school options for their children. Opponents of school choice believed it would 

cause a market approach to public education causing lower performing schools to close. 

Other opponents of school choice believed it would not benefit the underserved 

population, those who need it the most. 

The research of Goldhaber (1997) examined the primary assumptions made by 

those who advocate for school choice which are (a) traditional public schools are not as 

efficient as private schools (b) parents know the differences between schools providing 

quality education and those which do not, and (c) parents will consider school 

performance in their educational decisions. Goldhaber suggested that school choice 

exists when vouchers are provided for fee-paying private schools to eligible parents, thus 

eliminating economic obstacles hindering parents from attending. 
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Goldhaber and Eide (2002) examined what is known and unknown regarding the 

impact of school choice on minority children in urban school environments. Their 

research suggested that school choice is essential to any educational reform designed to 

enhance student performance. Although societal pressures have been the catalyst for 

significant increase in choice alternatives, Goldhaber and Eide argued that empirical data 

on the academic impacts of school choice reforms produce inconclusive findings. Their 

research found no evidence of choice schools having a positive or negative influence on 

the success of either the students who attend them or those who remain in TPS. 

Hoxby (2001) provided an argument that the competitive pressures from 

decreased student enrollment, as a result of school choice, would cause positive impacts 

on the achievement of students in public schools. Her research also suggested that where 

competition was more prevalent, improvement in the local public schools was most 

noticeable. According to her research, advocates of school choice believed competition 

would cause schools to be more efficient in student achievement, as a result of the 

pressure to compete in meeting the needs of students and families. 

Hoxby (1998) concluded that the primary matter of school choice is how schools 

respond to the needs of parents when it comes to schooling. Schools must acknowledge 

those needs in all areas, including academics, sports programs, discipline, etc. In her 

research, Hoxby (1998) found competition between district programs resulted in greater 

outcomes. Additionally, as school choice brought about greater achievement outcomes, 

notable gains were also present in school efficiency. These outcomes, together, resulted 

in fewer students transferring out of public schools, stronger school and parent 

relationships, and more choice and voice for parents.  
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Hoxby and Rockoff (2005) used a lottery-based evaluation of charter schools to 

analyze student gains over time. Their study included two groups of students (1) students 

who applied and were admitted through the lottery and (2) those who applied but did not 

gain entry. Hoxby and Rockoff found that students who entered charter schools between 

kindergarten and fifth grade experienced greater gains in math and reading achievement.    

They also note charter school students outperformed those who were “lotteried” out by 

five to six percentile points. Their research also revealed greater achievement gains for 

charter school students than past research. This difference, according to the researchers, 

can be attributed to the research design used. The design sample included only students 

who applied to attend charter schools. Those included are those who were selected and 

enrolled in a charter school and those who were not selected and remained in the TPS 

from which they applied. Hoxby and Rockoff (2005) believed their results differ from 

previous studies of charter school students and TPS students because all students in their 

study applied to attend charter schools. The only difference in the groups were the 

outcomes of the randomly drawn lottery numbers.   

Charter Schools Historical Background 

Kolderie (2005) provided a brief introduction to the creator of the term “charter 

school'' as he discussed the origins of the ‘Charter Concept’. Ray Budde, a former 

professor of education at the University of Massachusetts, introduced the idea of charter 

schools in 1974 in a paper entitled “Education by Charter”, examining the reorganization 

of school districts. When he asked his friends and colleagues what they thought about the 

ideas presented in his paper, he received no response, as no one thought there were 

significant problems with education which required such an overhaul. Ray Budde’s ideas 
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remained unexamined publicly until 1988, when he published his paper after the 

publication of “A Nation at Risk” in 1983.  

The National Commission of Excellence in Education (1983) published “A 

Nation at Risk” which examined education quality in the United States. The report was 

concerned with the decline in student achievement, possibly resulting in America being 

less competitive in business and industry. More specifically, the authors’ concern 

centered around the assurance that all, regardless of color, religion, social status, gender, 

have an equal right to education. The report suggested this basic human right was not 

being fulfilled. As a result of their findings, the commission focused on four areas: 

content, expectations, time, and teaching. Within the area of content, the group found 

there was little rigor. Expectations were minimal, and standards were lowered while state 

colleges and universities were required to admit students who had graduated high school. 

As it relates to time, the group found that students spent around 22 hours per week in 

school and some nonacademic classes counted as much toward graduation as core 

classes. Finally, as it relates to teachers, the report found most teachers were not prepared 

or underprepared to teach. The publication of “A Nation at Risk” was a catalyst for a 

cultural shift in education.  

Kahlenberg, R. and Potter, H. (2014) discussed the contributions of Al Shanker to 

the charter school movement following the publication of “A Nation at Risk”. Ray 

Budde’s idea of Education by Charter was further developed by Al Shanker, American 

Federation of Teachers president, who suggested that teachers be given new schools 

within the existing schools. In these new schools, teachers would be allowed to 

experiment with educational approaches. Though funded publicly, these chartered 
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schools would be managed independently and given a strict timeline to evaluate these 

innovative approaches. Without being bound by district controls, teachers would be given 

the autonomy to use their own experiences and expertise to experiment with teaching and 

learning and then pass on their findings and best practices to traditional public schools. 

This form of schooling was thought to be better at educating underserved students.  

Anderson et al. (2000) provided findings through the evaluation of the Public 

Charter Schools Program. In 1993, support of charter schools was garnered by then 

president, Bill Clinton when he introduced the Public Charter Schools Program (PCSP) 

one year after the first charter school opened in Minnesota. This program was created to 

provide support for new charter schools in the areas of planning, development, and/or 

initial implementation. The 2000 evaluation focused on two key issues, the PCSP 

program, and the flexibility and accountability of charter schools. 

South Carolina Charter School Emergence 

The charter school application process is spelled out in section 59-40-70 of the 

charter school act. First, a letter of intent must be submitted to the board of trustees or 

governing body of which sponsorship is being sought at least ninety days before an 

application is submitted. Once applications are submitted to the governing body, a copy 

must also be sent to the SCDE Charter School office. Within 90 days of receipt of the 

application, the recipient must publicly rule on the application while giving reasonable 

public notice of the hearing. During the ninety days, the governing authority may request 

additional information from the applicant. The sponsor then either denies the application 

by providing a written explanation within ten days, or the sponsor approves the charter 

school application. If an application is denied, the applicant may appeal the sponsor’s 
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decision to the Administrative Law Court (ALC) within 45 days. The ALC will either 

reverse or affirm the sponsor’s decision. When an application is approved, the following 

year is used to prepare for opening. Within 45 days of approval, the SCDE must confirm 

the financial data provided by the school (Code of Laws - Title 59 - Chapter 40 - Charter 

Schools, n.d.).  

Smith and Gunnlaugsson (2021) discussed the early stages of charter development 

in South Carolina in their special report on education for the Palmetto Promise Institute. 

From 1991 to 1999, South Carolina’s State Superintendent of Education, Dr. Barbara 

Neilson, the first woman to be elected to this position, served two four-year terms. While 

she showed support for the charter movement, she made it clear she would be against 

supporting charter schools if their presence caused a regression to public education.  

Rogers (2002) provided a brief overview of the SC charter school growth in his 

report to the SC Department of Education. In 1996, the South Carolina General Assembly 

debated and discussed the Charter School Act (Act No. 447) before passing it. Even 

though SC charter schools were exempt from several state educational policies, they were 

issued standards of accountability which they were required to meet. While Act No. 447 

permitted local school boards to sponsor an unlimited number of charter schools, local 

school districts also had unlimited authority in determining if a school could be chartered. 

Because some school districts were not welcoming to charter schools, it was highly 

unlikely SC would see massive growth as other states had. This was evident when in 

2002, SC had only eight charter schools and North Carolina, whose charter school laws 

were established in 1996 also, had 34.  
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The charter school concept was slow to take form in South Carolina, however, 

once it became widely accepted, it became somewhat of a movement. This movement 

started in Hilton Head Island with 80 parents and 300 students, who, in 1994, organized 

and petitioned for a bill allowing them to establish a charter school. When the charter 

school act was finally passed in 1996, these “pioneering parents” were sure that they 

would open South Carolina’s first charter school. Unfortunately, Lighthouse Charter 

School was denied because of the school’s failure to match the local school district’s 

racial composition, a component of the state’s charter school act. By 1998 advocates for 

South Carolina charter schools were discontented, not only because the charter movement 

had not taken off like they hoped it would, but because their neighboring state, North 

Carolina, whose charter law was established around the same time, had 34 schools, while 

SC had only three (Smith & Gunnlaugsson, 2021). 

Butcher, J. and Medley, J. (2012) discussed the Fits and Starts of charter schools 

during the beginning stages in South Carolina. While the state passed the charter law in 

1996, it was faced with opposition from education organizations and the legislature. 

Originally, only local school districts could authorize charter schools. As a result, 10 

years after the charter school act was passed, South Carolina had only twenty-nine 

schools, with very few having successful track records. Fourteen charter schools had 

opened and closed before year three, many due to financial problems or improper 

planning, while some districts took an oppositional stance toward charter schools. In 

response to the opposition faced by charter schools, The South Carolina Public Charter 

School District (SCPCSD) was created by lawmakers as an alternative authorizer. With 

the creation of SCPCSD, charter schools could open and operate anywhere in the state 
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with no responsibility to local school districts. In 2008, SCPCSD opened and established 

five schools, but by the end of the school year, one had been revoked and two were 

having financial difficulties, while the district, itself was operating with barely enough 

finances to cover monthly expenses.  

Guyette (2017) announced, for Erskine College, the establishment of the Charter 

Institute at Erskine in 2017. Registering under the South Carolina Charter School Act in 

May, the organization began with two virtual charter schools who transferred from the 

already established South Carolina Public Charter School District. Approximately four 

years after the establishment of the Charter Institute at Erskine, Wyatt (2021), announced 

the creation of Limestone Charter Association. Limestone Charter Association opened 

with a mission “to serve as the cornerstone of charter school authorizing in South 

Carolina and to facilitate a positive, educational environment that fosters school 

autonomy through support and oversight to its member schools.”  

Charter School Impact on Achievement 

A large body of research has found charter schools to have a positive effect on the 

academic outcomes of students enrolled in them. Griffith (2019) compared ELA and 

math scores from several districts to determine if higher charter market share and 

relationship between charter market had any impact on these scores. He found in urban 

areas, where charter schools make up a higher market share, black and Hispanic students 

experience notable achievement gains. His findings also demonstrate that in suburban and 

rural areas where there are higher markets of charter schools, Hispanics and black 

students continue to experience higher achievement gains, while finding no evidence of 

achievement gains for white students being impacted by the higher charter market.  
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Wang, Rathbun & Musa (2019) used multiple data sources to provide a report 

putting forth a broad view of trends regarding the availability of school choice. Their 

reporting found, in 2017, there was no significant difference in reading scores reported by 

the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) between eighth grade students 

in TPS and charter schools. These findings also hold true for the reading scores of 

students in fourth grade. As it relates to math, the same trends hold true for both fourth 

and eighth grade charter and TPS students.  

Chen & Harris (2021) studied the combined effects of charter schools on a 

national level and across multiple outcomes. Their study concluded that districts where 

more than 10% of the schools are charter schools, experience higher graduation rates by 

an estimate of two to four percentage points. The same holds true as it relates to 

elementary test scores. According to this research, when charter schools make up more 

than 10% of the schools in a district, elementary and middle school test scores are 

increased by 0.16 standard deviations.  

Smith and Gunnlaugsson (2021) and Shakeel and Peterson (2005) both provide 

research that indicates black students experience higher achievement in charter schools 

than TPS students. Smith and Gunnlaugsson (2021) sought out to explore the obstacles 

South Carolina charter schools face, in hopes of their findings improving outcomes for 

South Carolina charter schools, TPS, and schools nationwide. Their research included 

data demonstrating wins for charter schools in Denver, Colorado and New York, New 

York. In New York, test scores of charter school students of color were equivalent to 

having 23 more days of instruction in reading and 57 more days of instructional time in 

math. In Denver, black students experienced greater gains in reading than TPS students. 
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These students’ scores also exceeded the state average for TPS. Shakeel and Peterson 

(2005) found African American students enrolled in a charter school experienced 

significantly higher performance scores. More specifically, the math scores of eighth-

grade African American charter school students improved four times the rate of this same 

group of students enrolled in TPS.  

On the contrary, the research of Shakeel and Peterson (2021), Bifulco and Ladd 

(2006), and Zimmer and Budin (2005) suggested that charter schools have no or negative 

effect on student academic gains. Shakeel and Peterson (2021) examined trends in 

national charter school student performance over a twelve-year period. Their findings 

indicated that in 2017, there was no significant difference in reading and math scores as 

reported by the National Assessment of Education Progress for fourth and eighth grade 

students. In 2005, there was a significant gap in these scores, where charter students 

lagged their TPS counterparts. Shakeel and Peterson also found, in 2005, the average test 

scores for African American students in charter schools and TPS were the lowest 

between African American, white American, Hispanic American, and Asian American 

students.  

Bifulco and Ladd (2006) set out to estimate the impact of charter schools on 

students enrolled in charter schools and in local TPS. Their findings revealed charter 

school students experience fewer achievement gains than they would in TPS. 

Additionally, it can be expected that blacks and Hispanics have lower achievement gains 

than their white counterparts. Subsequently, the study concluded that children, in general, 

can expect lower achievement gains when enrolled in a charter school, as opposed to 

TPS. Zimmer and Budin (2005) examined the effects of charter schools on student 
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achievement, specifically on different demographic groups. This examination concluded 

that charter schools are not producing improved achievement for minorities but instead, 

are having a negative effect on the performance of both blacks and whites. Research also 

suggested this negative effect is substantially larger for minorities.   

SC Charter VS SC TPS Student Achievement 

The Center for Research on Education Outcomes (2019), Miller (2020), and 

information from the 2019-2020 SC School Report card suggested that SC charter 

schools experience fewer achievement gains than the state’s TPS. The Center for 

Research on Education Outcomes (2019) examined the impact of charter school 

attendance on student academic progress in South Carolina for students who took the 

state’s mandated accountability assessments. In South Carolina, charter school students 

showed fewer achievement gains during the first year of enrollment at charter schools 

than their peers in TPS. The research went on to explain that these achievement gains 

increased after two to three years of enrollment. These findings suggest the longer a 

student is enrolled in a charter school, the more achievement gains can be expected. This 

research also posited that charter school students in South Carolina demonstrate lower 

achievement gains in mathematics than their TPS counterparts. The contrast between 

gains of TPS students and charter school students is equivalent to charter school students 

having 127 days of learning as opposed to 180.  

Miller (2020) reported that when it comes to ELA SC Ready achievement, 

median scores for South Carolina charter schools are slightly below the state averages, 

while math achievement median scores are well below the state average. Virtual charter 

elementary schools’ median English scores fall just below the state average while their 
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middle schools are in line with the state's average. For South Carolina virtual charter 

schools, the statistics are even more grim, with scores on all achievement tests falling 

below the state average. As it relates to high school achievement, the median success rate 

on the English EOC for charter school students is significantly less than the success rate 

of TPS schools. The same holds true for the median success rates for charter school 

students’ Algebra 1 EOC exams (Overview - SC School Report Card, n.d.).    

Data from the 2019-2020 SC School Report Card showed charter schools in the 

state are lagging the state’s TPS’s graduation rate. This trend has continued since this 

date and with another authorizer, Erskine Charters, being added. For the school year 

2019-2020, the graduation rate for the state’s TPS was 82.2% while SCPCS’ was 71.2 

and Erskine’s was 68.1. While the charter schools did experience some increase during 

the COVID-19 pandemic, graduation rates still lagged the state’s graduation rate of 

83.3% with SCPCS at 75.9 and Erskine at 80.4 (Graduation Rate - SC School Report 

Card, n.d.). 

Smith and Gunnlaugsson (2021) presented a contrast to the data above, and 

reported an upward trend in the achievement among charter schools that is being 

canceled out by the poor performance of virtual charter schools. This is demonstrated by 

the graduation rates of Erskine Charters. During school year 2019-2020, its virtual 

schools had a 60% graduation rate, while its brick-and-mortar schools touted a 91% 

graduation rate. During the same school year, the graduation rate SC TPS was 82%. 

Smith and Gunnlaugsson also presented data reflecting the gains of South 

Carolina charter schools. In 2019, 45.4% of third through eighth grade students taking the 

SC READY ELA assessment met or exceeded expectations. Forty-nine percent of third 
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through eighth graders in the SCPCD met this mark while 28 SPCSD, and Erskine 

Charters schools exceeded the state average. Additionally, as it relates to Mathematics 

scores on the same test during the same year, 21 state charter schools beat the state 

average of 45.1%. Overall, SCPCSD ranked 33 out of 81 districts in the state in math 

while beating out 65 districts in ELA, ranking 16th in the state. Furthermore, SCPCSD 

schools exceeded the state average for grades A, B or C on the English EOC while falling 

below the state average in Biology, Algebra, and U.S. History. 

Reading Achievement 

 Hernandez (2011) discussed the long-term effects and consequences of low 

achievement in reading. According to the report, less than 20% of students who do not 

meet reading standards by the end of third grade will experience on-time high school 

graduation. This rate is four times greater than the rate of third graders who do meet 

reading standards. Furthermore, those third graders who are not reading proficiently by 

the end of third grade and who live in poverty are three times likely to become high 

school dropouts than students who have never experienced poverty. This research went 

on to suggest that black and Hispanic children who are not reading proficiently by the 

end of third grade are twice as likely than their white counterparts to drop out of high 

school.  

 Price (2014) explained how and why third grade reading proficiency guarantees 

the foundation for a “top-notch” education. To begin her claim, Price posited that 

attainment of reading skills sets the foundation for future school-based learning. 

Furthermore, reading is considered as the most important determinant of public education 

success. More specifically, as it relates to third grade, up until students reach grade three, 
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they are still in the process of learning to read, however, once they complete third grade, 

they begin reading to learn. If students have not mastered reading proficiency by the end 

of Grade three, learning in all subjects and subsequent grades will be in jeopardy.  

Zoukis (2017) discussed how the illiteracy of students could potentially feed the 

school-to-prison pipeline. According to Zoukis, a little more than 40% of U.S. adults read 

at the eighth-grade level or lower. Likewise, 29% are only able to read at the eighth-grade 

level, while 14% comprehend at a fifth-grade level or lower. As literacy relates to the 

school-to-prison pipeline, 85% of U.S. children who get involved with the judicial system 

are unable to effectively read or write. Additionally, only 40% of U.S inmates can read or 

write. As a result of these statistics, prisons project their future needs using third and 

fourth grade reading attainment. Zoukis believes the only way to fight crime and slow the 

school-to-prison pipeline is to address the reading epidemic through funding, teacher 

quality, and reduction to class sizes. Subsequently, these actions will result in safer 

communities, more earning opportunities for youth, and a reduction in the prison 

population.  

Virtual Schools 

 Virtual schools have become increasingly popular as states and districts attempt to 

provide students with more learning opportunities. Much research has been completed 

regarding the rise of and achievement outcomes of virtual schools. It is estimated that 

virtual K-12 enrollment was between 45,000-50,00 in 2000. In 2021, enrollment grew to 

approximately 300,000 with 150,000 students enrolled in a blended model, where 

instruction took place both virtually and in person. (International Association for K-12 

Online Learning, n.d.; Herold, 2021).  
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 The research of Florida TaxWatch (2007), Cavanaugh (1999), and Shachar and 

Neumann (2003) found that students who attend virtual schools saw higher achievement 

gains. For example, Florida TaxWatch (2007), a nonprofit research organization, reported 

students enrolled in Florida Virtual School in grades 6-10 experienced significantly 

higher gains than students enrolled in Florida’s brick and mortar schools as reported on 

the 2006 Florida Comprehensive Assessment (FCAT) reading assessment. The report 

also found these same students outperformed brick and mortar students in math during 

the same year. 

 Cavanaugh (1999) reported that with distance learning programs and programs 

blending distance and traditional learning platforms, it can be expected for students in the 

distance learning platform to experience moderately higher gains but not significantly 

higher than students in exclusively brick and mortar formats. Similarly, Shachar and 

Neumann (2003) found a positive impact for virtual programs, citing that in more than 

60% of cases, students using an online format outperformed students who were enrolled 

in a traditional brick and mortar setting. Ferdig, DiPietro, and Papanastasiou (2005) 

completed a study in which they compared students who were taking classes at two 

Wisconsin online charter schools to students attending traditional brick and mortar 

schools. No significant differences were found between these two groups’ scores on final 

assessments in these classes.  

College Readiness Schools 

College readiness became a national goal under the administration of President 

Barack Obama. It was his desire for the U.S. to regain its reputation as first in the world 

in the number of college graduates. To assist in meeting this goal, 34 states and the 
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District of Columbia were granted waivers of the No Child Left Behind Act in exchange 

for adopting College and Career Ready standards, and other policies pushing the college 

readiness agenda (Foley, et al., 2013).  

The definition of college readiness is not universal and will represent a number of 

frameworks depending upon individual states. Mishkind (2014) reported that 37 states 

including the District of Columbia have defined this term using two types of definitions. 

In 33 states, college readiness is known as College and Career Readiness and has a single 

definition. Four states define College Readiness and Career Readiness separately. A 

summative definition includes the knowledge and skills necessary for a student to be 

prepared for college and/or career.  

Hackmann et al. (2018) discussed four fundamental elements for college 

readiness programs: cross-sector collaboration, a robust and career-focused curriculum, 

principals who are committed to the concept, and regular data collection and analysis. 

Cross-sector collaboration describes a strong partnership between the school and local 

businesses and industries. This collaboration allows students to be exposed to business 

and industry while providing them with work-based learning experiences. A career 

focused curriculum is also vital to college readiness. To ensure a robust curriculum, 

educators, local businesses as well as colleges work together to establish a relevant 

curriculum, which advances preparation for college and career and fosters opportunities 

for students to work with experts in the community. Leadership is another important 

element of college readiness programs. Principals should be fully committed while 

ensuring schools have the necessary resources needed. They should also be deeply 

involved in the community while encouraging teachers to also engage with community 
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members. Finally, data collection and analysis should be completed regularly to evaluate 

these college readiness platforms. Regular evaluation provides leaders with insight in 

areas such as student progress and graduate activities. 

Project-Based Learning Schools 

In a quest to provide students with more impactful learning opportunities, Project-

Based-Learning (PBL) classrooms are designed to encourage student inquiry in solving 

real world problems. PBL projects must consist of two vital components: a question or 

problem which drives the activities and activities culminating into finished products. 

Within a PBL setting, students are placed in real world, problem-solving conditions, 

allowing them to make connections between classroom learning and real-life experiences 

(Blumenfeld et al., 1991).  

According to Krajcik, et al., (1994), for a PBL classroom to be effective, it must 

possess five characteristics: an engaging driving question, student created artifacts, 

collaboration among students for research, an audience, and the use of technology. 

Barron, B. and Darling-Hammond, L., (2008) posited that PBL is not just about students 

mastering the content. It is more about them being able to transfer what they learn to 

unfamiliar situations.  

The research of Gultekin (2005), Summers and Dickinson (2012), and Boaler 

(1997) concluded PBL models have positive impacts on achievement. These studies 

found PBL not only fosters student learning but may also be more efficient when it 

comes to increasing student achievement in social studies, science, mathematics.  

Gultekin (2005) claims students who were in a PBL environment demonstrated 

greater achievement in social studies than their counterparts who were in traditional 
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educational settings. It was also noted that these students experienced gains in critical 

thinking as well as inquiry skills. A sense of self-efficacy was also reported by students 

who participated in PBL programs. Summers and Dickinson (2012) found that in addition 

to PBL students outperforming students enrolled in traditional methods in social studies, 

these students also outperformed their counterparts in College and Career Readiness 

programs. In 2010, the PBL high school in this particular study received the highest 

social studies pass rates for all students in all demographics. Boaler (1997) found students 

in PBL environments performed equally or better than traditional school students when it 

came to learning based on memorization. He further suggested that these students were 

three times as likely as students in traditional learning settings to score the highest 

possible score on national exams. His findings also showed that PBL students did not 

have greater command of math facts, procedure, and rules, but they were better able to 

use math in different situations. 

Reading Programs 

Achieve 3000 

Achieve 3000 is a prekindergarten-12th grade online, supplemental reading 

program that focuses on writing and the five key components to the process of reading: 

phonics, phonemic awareness, vocabulary, reading comprehension and fluency. Designed 

to assist diverse student groups, including general education students, struggling readers 

and English learners with building their nonfiction reading skills, Achieve 3000 is used 

by teachers in a classroom setting, but is individualized based on the students’ reading 

levels. The lessons included in Achieve 3000 prescribe to a five-step procedure: (1) 

respond to a Before Reading Poll, (2) read an article, (3) answer activity questions, (4) 
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respond to an After Reading Poll, and (5) answer a Thought Question. Data on students’ 

usage allows teachers to track students’ progress both individually and whole class (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2018). 

Studies on the effectiveness of Achieve 3000 provided mixed results. Reeves 

(2014) reports an analysis of the results from one of Texas’ end of course exams and 

Lexical growth calculated by Achieve 3000’s pre-and posttests. Findings from this report 

indicate the reading program improved student Lexile scores while also increasing scale 

scores on end of course exams. What Works Clearing House reviewed a 2016 study on 

the effectiveness of Achieve 3000. The findings of this study showed the outcomes in 

reading fluency after using Achieve 3000 were neither significant nor important. Another 

study reviewed by the same organization, presented findings that showed small effects in 

reading fluency (U.S. Department of Education, 2018).   

READ 180 

 READ 180 a reading program for struggling readers in elementary through high 

school, who are 2 years or more below grade level proficiency standards. Using a blended 

learning model, READ 180 includes digital media and traditional instruction. The reading 

program also provides student assessments and professional development for instructors. 

READ 180’s 45-90 minutes sessions include class instruction, small group sessions and a 

summary activity for the whole class. Instruction begins with 20 minutes of whole-group 

instruction in reading, writing, vocabulary, and grammar. This session is followed by 

rotations of three small group activities: small-group direct instruction, students’ 

independent use of a computerized READ 180 application and modeled and independent 
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reading. The lesson ends with a short whole-group wrap-up. (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2016). 

 Research on the effectiveness of READ 180 indicated that the reading 

intervention is moderately effective. Cheung and Slavin (2013) examined the 

effectiveness of educational technology on improving reading in struggling readers. This 

study included a control group of fourth graders who were not given the treatment of 

Read 180 and another group which was. Instead, the control group was assigned to the 

school district’s after-school reading program. Results from this study indicated that the 

students who received READ 180 interventions outperformed the control group in SAT 

vocabulary and reading comprehension, while there was no significant difference in Oral 

Reading Fluency. What Works Clearing House reviewed nine studies of READ 180 

which provided context for four outcomes: comprehension, general literacy achievement, 

reading fluency and alphabetics. In six of these studies, positive effects were found in 

both comprehension and general literacy achievement in students. Potentially positive 

effects on reading fluency were found in two of the studies, while two students were 

found to have no discernible effects on alphabetics (U.S. Department of Education, 

2016).  

Fountas & Pinnell Literacy Leveled Literacy Intervention (LLI) 

Leveled Literacy Intervention (LLI) was designed as a supplementary, short-term 

intervention to assist students in reaching grade level proficiency in reading. LLI 

provides direct instruction in the five key components to the process of reading: phonics, 

phonemic awareness, vocabulary, reading comprehension and fluency. Using LLI, 

teachers match students with texts and lessons aligned to the students’ reading levels. 
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Designed for students in kindergarten-2nd grade, teachers match students with texts that 

are at the students’ independent level as well as books at the students’ instructional 

level. LLI is designed to be used over a period of 12-18 weeks, five days a week and 

approximately 30 minutes a day with groups of three students (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2017).  

 Reviews regarding the effectiveness of LLI provided inconsistent findings. 

EdReports, an organization which reviews K-12 instructional materials published an 

evaluation of the intervention program. Educators and researchers have posited that the 

program’s instructional pedagogy does not match and, in some cases, contradicts best 

practices on how to improve reading (Schwartz, 2021). What Works Clearing House 

reviewed two studies of LLI regarding the intervention’s impact on reading achievement 

outcomes. Both studies presented findings showing LLI has positive effects on general 

reading achievement. One of the findings showed LLI had potentially positive effects on 

reading fluency, while one showed no discernible effects on alphabetics (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2017).  

Lexia Reading 

 Providing phonics instruction through a computerized program, Lexia Reading 

provides reading instruction in phonics while allowing students to practice basic reading 

skills independently. Lexia Reading is designed to act as a supplement to traditional 

classroom instruction to support the five key components to the process of reading: 

phonics, phonemic awareness, vocabulary, reading comprehension and fluency. 

Combining three essential components: Early Reading, Primary Reading, and Strategies 

for Older Students, Lexia Reading was introduced in 2007. Its software program consists 
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of 20-to-30-minute sessions which can be administered in two to five weekly sessions in 

a lab or classroom setting. For students reading at or above grade level, two sessions 

weekly is recommended. Recommended use for ELL students or students who are at risk 

is three to four times a week, while five times per week is the recommended use for 

special education students and students with significant reading deficiencies (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2009).   

Studies examining the impact of Lexia Reading on reading outcomes of students 

are positive. One study by The Education Endowment Foundation found children who 

were eligible for free school lunch and offered Lexia, made gains equivalent to three 

months' progress over other students who were also eligible for free school lunch but 

were not offered Lexia (Analysis of the impact of reading program on disadvantaged 

pupils 2022). What Works Clearing House reviewed 11 studies examining the 

effectiveness of Lexia Reading. Overall, these studies found Lexia Reading had 

potentially positive effects on alphabetics and comprehension, while having no 

discernible effects on fluency and general reading achievement (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2009).  

Orton-Gillingham 

Orton-Gillingham is a multisensory structured literacy intervention used to teach 

struggling students with reading, writing, spelling, and comprehension. While it is 

designed for all struggling readers, it is especially helpful to those students with dyslexia, 

auditory processing disorder, speech, and language deficits. 

Schlesinger & Gray (2017) examined multisensory structured interventions such 

as Orton-Gillingham and found the reading program not significantly effective with 
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children with dyslexia. Orton-Gillingham was found to be less effective than structured 

language intervention in letter naming and sounds. Additionally, the intervention had no 

impact on words read and words spelled correctly. The study surmised that Orton-

Gillingham does not provide an advantage for students with dyslexia.  

Analytic Tools 

 To answer the research questions, a number of analytic tools were used. Both 

descriptive and inferential statistics were utilized in this study. Descriptive statistics 

summarize data sets using measures of central tendency such as mean, median, and mode 

(Fraenkel et al., 2006). To make inferences about the population from which the sample 

was taken, inferential statistics were used. Inferential statistics help researchers determine 

if findings from the analysis of a sample can be generalized to a population (Gay et al., 

2012). The current study utilized two types of inferential statistics, the independent t-test 

and the analysis of variance (ANOVA). The independent t-test is used when a researcher 

desires to compare the means of two different groups. When there are more than two 

groups to be compared, the ANOVA is used (Field, 2018). When using the t-test and the 

ANOVA, a post hoc analysis is sometimes required to determine the significance of 

differences found. Eta squared, h2 and Cohen’s d are the post hoc analyses used in the 

current study. To measure the effect size or the significance when differences are found 

using the ANOVA, eta squared, h2 is used. When a t-test indicates a significant 

difference, Cohen’s d is used is used to measure that difference (Field, 2018).  

Summary 

 This quantitative research study was conducted to examine the impact of WCSD 

innovations on the reading achievement of their third graders. Data was collected using 
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school year 2020-2021 SC READY ELA vertical scale scores. In chapter three, the 

methodology used to examine the data is discussed. The population and sample proposed 

for the study will also be presented. A discussion of the proposed method will assist with 

understanding the focus of the research. Chapter four will provide results of the statistical 

analyses. Chapter five will summarize the study and provide areas for future research 

considerations. 
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Chapter Three: Methodology 

 

Overview 

This chapter focuses on the research design, while providing a detailed look at the 

participants, setting, instrument utilized for research, procedures, and data analysis. 

The purpose of this quantitative, ex post facto study was to examine the reading 

achievement of third grade students enrolled in Mauldin School of Excellence College 

Readiness, Virtual Academy of the State and Vision School of Excellence Project-Based 

Learning innovations within WCSD's innovations in South Carolina. The framework 

used for this study is South Carolina’s Read to Succeed Act 284 which ensures all 

students graduate from high school with the reading and writing skills necessary to be 

ready for college and careers (Code of Laws - Title 59 - Chapter 155 - South Carolina 

Read to Succeed Act, n.d.). This study used third grade SC READY ELA student vertical 

scale scores for school year 2020-2021 from the sample schools. In this study, there was 

an investigation into the SC READY performance differences between WCSD’s Virtual 

Academy of the State, Vision School of Excellence Project-Based Learning and Mauldin 

Excellence College Readiness. This chapter will expound upon the research design for 

this study while outlining the population, sampling methods, data collection, 

instrumentation, and analysis. This chapter will conclude with a summary of the 

information presented. 

Research Design 

The research design is the method chosen by the researcher to answer his or her 

research questions. In the context of quantitative research, there are two comprehensive 
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approaches: experimental and nonexperimental. With experimental research, at least one 

independent variable receives treatment by the researcher, while controlling other 

variables and observing the effects on the dependent variable (Gay et al., 2012). The 

approach found to be most appropriate for this study was nonexperimental, ex post facto 

research utilizing existing data. Ex post facto, a Latin term meaning “after the fact” 

describes research done in retrospect (Fraenkel et al., 2006). Ex post facto research is also 

referred to as causal-comparative research and is appropriate for this study because, 

according to Gall et al., (2003), causal-comparative design is a type of non-experimental 

study which sets out to examine a cause-and-effect relationship between dependent and 

independent variables. This study, while examining three groups, will also examine 

extraneous variables to tell a more vivid story about the schools included. While an 

extraneous variable can affect the results of the study, it is not the independent variable 

(Fraenkel et al., 2006). 
This nonexperimental, causal comparative design aimed to investigate the reading 

achievement between WCSD innovations while examining race, teachers, reading 

coaches and reading programs used in the schools which are included in this study. 

School year 2020-2021 archived SC READY assessment data was analyzed to 

investigate the differences that exist. A survey was utilized to collect data on teachers, 

their professional development in reading as well as reading programs to provide insight 

into each school. 

The independent variable will be defined as school types included in this study, 

(College Readiness, Project-Based Learning, and Virtual). Student 2020-2021vertical 

scale scores, as determined by SC READY ELA assessment served as the dependent 
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variable. Extraneous survey data as well as student race demographics was used to 

examine the factors that might impact reading achievement. 

Similar Design Considered 

A similar design considered was a correlational design. In this type of design, the 

researcher seeks to examine the relationship between two or more variables without 

manipulation (Gall et al., 2003). While correlational research is a similar method to the 

current study’s design, it was not utilized as the current study sought to compare groups 

as opposed to variables.  

Study Sample 

The study sample included three elementary schools in South Carolina authorized 

by the WCSD considered College Readiness, Virtual or PBL. Third grade ELA teachers 

and reading coaches from these innovations participated in a survey to provide data 

related to school factors. The aim of this study was to investigate the differences in 

reading achievement among the three innovations while examining reading programs 

used by them. For this study, the focus is on elementary innovations whose students 

completed the SC READY ELA assessment during school year 2020-2021.  

Gall et al. (2003) refer to the independent variable as the presumed cause, while 

referring to the dependent variables as the presumed effect. In this study, the independent 

variable is defined as the three WCSD elementary school types (Mauldin School of 

Excellence College Readiness, Vision School of Excellence PBL, and Virtual Academy 

of the State innovations). The dependent variable is defined as 2020-2021 SC READY 

vertical scale scores. 
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Sampling a population can be completed using several methods. A sample is a 

smaller representation of a population which allows for generalization (Fraenkel et al., 

2006). To select a sample for this study, the researcher used a convenience sampling 

method. Gay et al. (2012) refer to convenience sampling, also known as accidental 

sampling and haphazard sampling, as a non-probability sampling method in which the 

researcher chooses participants because they are the easiest to access. Convenience 

sampling is best suited for this study because it allowed the researcher to gather data that 

would have been inaccessible otherwise. The sample for this study includes three WCSD 

charter innovations whose students participated in the ELA SC READY state assessment 

in 2021 as well as third grade ELA teachers and reading coaches who are employed at 

these innovations. Additionally, these schools had to subscribe to the following 

innovations during the 2020-2021 school year: College Readiness, Virtual or PBL. 

Participants and Setting 

This study's participants consist of three elementary charter innovations 

authorized by WCSD in South Carolina, third-grade ELA teachers and reading coaches 

employed with these schools. For this study, the three charter innovations were chosen 

because they are categorized as elementary, subscribe to one of the following 

innovations: College Readiness, Virtual or PBL, and participated in South Carolina’s SC 

READY assessment. The schools’ SC READY ELA vertical scale scores from school 

year 2020-2021 were used. While WCSD does have schools subscribing to other 

innovations, such as STEM, Personalized Learning, Montessori, Global Competency, 

Entrepreneurial, Core Knowledge or Classical, these innovations are not included in the 

sample because the researcher desired to study PBL, College Readiness and Virtual 
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innovations specifically. The staff members were chosen because they either work with 

third grade students in reading or are responsible for coaching teachers who work with 

these students enrolled in the innovations included in the study.  

Sample Characteristics 

 This study used a convenience sampling from the total population of schools 

within the WSCD. Three charter schools within this district were selected to develop this 

study’s sample: Mauldin School of Excellence, Vision School of Excellence, and Virtual 

Academy of the State. 

Mauldin School of Excellence College Readiness 

Mauldin School of Excellence, a College Readiness K-8 school, had enrollment 

of 908 at the 2021 135th day count. Of this enrollment, 48.7% were female and 51.3% 

were male. Approximately 50% percent of Mauldin’s total student population were 

Black/African American while 30.2% were White. The remaining 21% were one of the 

following ethnicities: Asian, Hispanic/Latina, Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, or a 

combination of two of the previous listed ethnicities. Additionally, 55.7% of Mauldin’s 

student population were documented as economically disadvantaged (Active Student 

Headcounts, n.d.). 

Vision School of Excellence Project-Based Learning 

 Vision School of Excellence, a Project-based Learning school had a total 

enrollment of 499 students at the 2021 135th day count. The PBL school serves students 

in grades kindergarten through 9th grade. Of its total enrollment in 2021, 25.2% were 

African American, while 69.13% were White. The remaining 5.67% of students were one 

of the following ethnicities: American Indian/Alaskan, Asian, Hispanic/Latina, 
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Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, or a combination of two of the previous listed ethnicities. 

Vision School’s enrollment consisted of 51.7% females and 48.3% males. Forty-eight 

percent of Vision School students were documented as economically disadvantaged 

(Active Student Headcounts, n.d.). 

Virtual Academy of the State 

Virtual Academy of the State is a virtual school with an enrollment of 4417 

students as of the 2021 135th. Of these students, 24% were African American and 62.9 

were White. The remaining 13.1% of students were one of the following ethnicities: 

American Indian/Alaskan, Asian, Hispanic/Latina, Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, or a 

combination of two of the previous listed ethnicities. Of the virtual school’s total 

enrollment, 53.5% were female, while 46.5% were male. Approximately 47% of Virtual 

Academy of the State’s students were documented as economically disadvantaged 

(Active Student Headcounts, n.d.). Table 2 displays the 180 day counts for each 

innovation. 

Table 2  

2021 180th Day Count 

    Ethnicity   Gender   

School 
Name 

Total 
Enroll. 

% African 
American 

% White % Other 
Ethnicity 

% Econ. 
Disadvn 

% 
Female 

% 
Male 

School 
Type 

Mauldin 
School of 

Excellence 
 
  

908 48.8 30.2 21 55.7 48.7 51.3 College 
Readiness 
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  Ethnicity Gender 

School 
Name 

Total 
Enroll. 

% African 
American 

% White % Other 
Ethnicity 

% Econ. 
Disadvn 

% 
Female 

% 
Male 

School 
Type 

Vision 
School of 

Excellence 

499 25.2 69.13 5.67 62.3 51.7 48.3 Project- 
Based 

Learning 

Virtual 
Academy of 

the State 

4417 24 62.9 13.1 56.4 53.5 46.5 Virtual 

  

Literature Search 

The literature search performed for this dissertation was conducted using multiple 

databases. To begin, achievement and charter schools were used as the key search 

terms. This initial search yielded 4,691 results. To narrow the search, the term, reading, 

was added, producing 710 results, some of which were duplicates of the initial search.  

Because the dissertation focused on WCSD, the search was run several more 

times. The first search used the terms charter school, South Carolina and achievement 

which produced 34 results. When the term achievement was changed to reading, 11 

results were produced. Finally, the search was rerun using the keywords charter school, 

reading achievement and South Carolina. This search yielded four results.  

Furthermore, because the research was focused on the WCSD, it was also added 

to the search. When using the district name, charter school and reading achievement, zero 

results were produced. Using the same search, but replacing reading achievement with 

achievement, again, zero results were found. One last search, replacing achievement with 

reading, produced zero results.  
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Finally, the search turned to the charter innovation types. For each type, the 

researcher began with the innovation type alone. “College readiness school” produced no 

results. The search “project-based learning charter school” produced no results, and the 

search “project-based learning” produced 4,593 results. To narrow this search, the term 

“achievement” was added, which decreased the results to 244. The search was then 

narrowed again by adding the term “South Carolina” which produced three results. 

Searches for “virtual schools'' produced similar results as the search for “project-based 

learning”. 

The literature search showed no research completed examining WCSD schools, 

more specifically, the reading achievement of its elementary Virtual, Project-Based and 

College Readiness innovations. On the contrary, there was a plethora of research focused 

on the national achievement gains of charter schools and some of these innovations, but 

there was no research found on the gains of South Carolina’s WCSD and the reading 

achievement of the elementary students enrolled in these innovations.   

Therefore, the purpose of this quantitative approach is to examine the reading 

achievement of third graders enrolled in Virtual Academy of the State, Vision School of 

Excellence Project-Based Learning and Mauldin School of Excellence College Readiness 

elementary innovations in WCSD. SC Ready ELA assessment data for school year 2020-

2021 was utilized for this study. 

Instrumentation 

This study used student performance scores from the SC READY ELA 

assessment for school year 2020- 2021, provided by WCSD’s director of accountability. 

All students in grades 3-8 are required to participate in SC READY assessment which is 
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intended to measure students’ performance on the South Carolina College-and-Career-

Ready Standards. Test items are aligned to standards for each grade and subject and 

outline what is expected to be taught and learned. Furthermore, the Education 

Accountability Act (EAA) mandates assessments must be administered online. Paper 

tests are available to schools who request waivers for students with disabilities 

prohibiting them from testing online. While the SC READY ELA assessment is not 

timed, the Office of Assessment provides an estimated time of one hour and 40 minutes 

for classroom scheduling purposes (South Carolina College- and Career-Ready 

Assessments (SC READY), n.d.).     

Reading achievement is determined by performance levels which describe 

students’ “mastery and command of the knowledge and skills outlined in the South 

Carolina Standards” Each grade level is assigned a vertical scale score range for each 

category:  

• Does Not Meet - A student who does not meet expectations requires substantial 

academic support to be prepared for the next grade level and to be on track for 

college and career readiness. 

• Approaches - A student who scores in the approaches range, requires additional 

academic support to be prepared for the next grade level and to be on track for 

college and career readiness. 

• Meets - Students who score in the Meets category are deemed ready for the 

subsequent grade level and are also on track for college and career readiness.  
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• Exceeds - Students who score in the Exceeds category are well prepared for the 

next grade level and college and career readiness (South Carolina College- and 

Career-Ready Assessments (SC READY), n.d.)   

Table 3 illustrates these ELA Vertical Scale Score Ranges. 
  
Table 3 

ELA Vertical Scale Score Ranges 
 

Grade Exceeds Meets Approaches Does Not 
Meet 

3 540-825 452-539 359-451 100-358 

 
Source: (South Carolina College- and Career-Ready Assessments (SC READY), n.d.) 

 The SC READY ELA assessment has test questions varying by difficulty which 

include selected response and evidence-based selected response questions. Included in 

this assessment also is a Text-Dependent Analysis (TDA) question which consists of a 

passage along with a related writing prompt. For the selected response items, students are 

required to select one response from four answer choices. For Multi-Select (MS) items, 

students are asked to select more than one correct answer choice. To receive credit, all 

the correct choices must be selected. Evidence-Based Selected Response (EBSR) 

questions are also included. These question types are in two parts. First students must 

read a passage and then select the best answer from the choices provided. Secondarily, 

students are asked to support their answer choice with textual evidence. To receive credit 

for EBSR items, students must answer both parts correctly. ELA Session 1 of the 

assessment contains the TDA. In this section, students read a passage and write an 

extended response based on the information found. Students are expected to support their 
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responses with evidence from the passage read (South Carolina College- and Career-

Ready Assessments (SC READY), n.d.) The researcher also used a cross-sectional survey 

for the purpose of examining the school-level factors that might contribute to the SC 

READY ELA performance of third graders. Those factors include staff members who 

work with third grade students and teachers in reading and the various reading programs 

used by WCSD innovations included in the study. The survey consisted of multiple-

choice questions as well as questions measured on a comparative rating scale and took 

approximately 15 minutes to complete. The first part of the survey gathered information 

about the participants’ current role, professional development opportunities provided in 

reading and their Read to Succeed endorsement status. The survey then asked the 

participants about their use of reading programs (Achieve 3000, Fountas & Pinnell, 

Ortan-Gillingham, and Read 180, and Lexia Reading), ranking them in the following 

categories: ease of use, availability of digital resources, student data analysis and overall 

effectiveness by selecting the rating that best describes the participants’ satisfaction of 

each. Responses were recorded as follows: Very Satisfied, Satisfied, Neutral, Dissatisfied 

and Very Dissatisfied. The survey for this study was created by the researcher using 

Google Forms. 

 Additionally, student race demographics (minority or non-minority) status was 

considered as possible factors to students’ performance. In this study, minority student 

vertical scale scores were compared to the scores of non-minority students for each 

innovation. Minority Definition (n.d.) defines minority students as any student who is of 

African American, Asian, American Indian, Alaskan Native, Native Hawaiian, Hispanic, 
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Latino or Pacific Islander ethnic groups while non-minority is defined as any person who 

does not identify with any of these ethic groups.  

Data Collection  

Collecting data included the following steps: selecting the participants, gaining 

permission from organizations, gaining consent from individuals completing surveys, and 

collecting data based on predefined variables. This study’s aim was to examine historical 

data and relationships among three independent variables, and one dependent variable. 

The independent variable is innovation type (Mauldin School of Excellence Readiness, 

Vision School of Excellence PBL and Virtual Academy of the State innovations). The 

dependent variable is the SC READY ELA Assessment performance data for the school 

year 2020-2021. SC READY ELA vertical scale scores for third grade students will be 

examined. The researcher retrieved this data by contacting the district’s executive 

director of school services who provided all scores after removing identifiable 

data. Scores were exported into an excel spreadsheet, filtered by school type and then 

transferred to separate sheets. The individual school sheets were then filtered by minority 

and non-minority and then copied to separate Excel sheets.  

Solicitation emails, informed consent and surveys were emailed to each school’s 

principal, who forwarded the information to third grade ELA teachers and reading 

coaches. Participants were given 14 business days to complete the survey and were 

provided with an Amazon gift card after completion. After the 14th day, the researcher 

closed the survey so data could begin to be analyzed. Data was then exported to an excel 

file for analysis.   

Data Analysis 
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The SC READY scores were transferred to an Excel spreadsheet categorized by 

innovation. Using Excel's data analysis function, the researcher used descriptive, 

inferential, and post hoc analyses to examine the differences as well as the significance of 

those differences. Descriptive statistics were used to summarize the data for each 

innovation and answer the research question: Does school innovation affect the reading 

achievement of third graders?  

Inferential statistics was used to answer research question: How are SC READY 

ELA performance scores of third graders different between Virtual Academy of the State, 

Project-based Learning, and Mauldin Excellence College Readiness elementary school 

innovations? Analysis of variance was run to determine the differences between the 

scores of third graders enrolled in the three innovations. According to Gay et al. (2012), 

analysis of variance is used to test for significant differences in three or more groups. 

When this test revealed a significant difference, a post hoc analysis was completed to 

determine the effect size. A post hoc procedure is a statistical analysis of the results of a 

completed study to determine the size of a significance (Gay et al., 2012). Using Eta 

squared, the researcher was able to determine the effect size of the significance found. 

Field (2018) defined Eta squared as “an effect size measure that is the ratio of the model 

sum of squares to the total sum of squares” (p. 1695). Miles & Shevlin (2001) define Eta 

squared differences as small if .01-.05; medium if .06 to .13 and large as .14 or more. 

Effect size is used to determine the strength of an observed difference (Field, 2018).   

Independent t-Tests were used when comparing one innovation to another as well 

as the innovations’ individual minority group. Field (2018) states that t-Tests are used 

when two means from different groups are being compared. When a significant 
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difference between means was discovered, a post hoc analysis was performed using 

Cohen’s d. Field (2018) defines Cohen’s d as “the difference between two means divided 

by the standard deviation of the pooled estimate based on the standard deviations of both 

groups” (pg. 238). Field also provided suggestions regarding what can be considered a 

large, small or medium effect: d = 0.2 (small), 0.5 (medium) and 0.8 (large). 

Survey data and inferential statistics were used to answer research question: What 

factors impact the differences between reading achievement scores of third graders as 

measured by the SC READY assessment between Virtual, Project Based Learning, and 

College Readiness innovations? Surveys were sent to principals who forwarded them to 

the staff members of the innovations involved. The survey remained open for fourteen 

days and closed after that time. Responses were exported to a Google sheet for analysis 

using Google’s web-based analytic tools. Additionally, student race demographics and 

SC READY performance were analyzed for correlations. Because the researcher sought 

out to examine the factor of race in SC READY vertical scale scores, t-Tests were applied 

to all innovations using vertical scale scores and minority and non-minority status. When 

a significant difference between means was discovered, a post hoc analysis was 

performed using Cohen’s d.  

Summary 
         This chapter highlighted the research design while examining the setting and 

sample chosen for this study. Chapter three explained the instrumentation used, 2021 SC 

READY ELA vertical scale scores for third graders, student race demographics and 

survey data collected from teachers and reading coaches from the sample innovations. 

The data collection process and statistical analysis for this study was explained. The data 
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collected and descriptive and inferential statistical analyses performed allowed the 

research questions to be answered, while post hoc analyses were performed to determine 

the effect size when differences in means were found. Chapter four will provide an 

overview of the findings of these analyses. 
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Chapter Four: Research Findings 

Introduction 

The purpose of this comparative study was to examine the reading achievement of 

third grade students enrolled in College Readiness, Virtual and PBL innovations within 

WCSD in South Carolina. The results demonstrated whether differences exist in SC 

READY ELA vertical scores of third graders enrolled in these innovations. The study 

also examined the factors which may influence vertical scale scores from school year 

2020-2021 such as race, staff professional development and reading intervention 

programs. Chapter four explains the findings of this study and contains three sections: (a) 

results of descriptive analyses, (b) results of inferential analyses and (c) summary.  

Demographic Data 

The sample for this study consisted of three charter schools (Mauldin School of 

Excellence College Readiness, Vision School of Excellence PBL and Virtual Academy of 

the State innovations) in South Carolina which are authorized by WCSD. Data examined 

from these schools were SC READY ELA vertical scale scores from school year 2020-

2021. During administration of the 2021 SC READY assessment, Mauldin assessed 97 

students, 52 males and 45 females. Disaggregated by race, there were 10 Hispanic/Latino 

(H), one Asian(A), 37 African American (AA), 39 Caucasian (C) and 10 Multiracial (M) 

students. Vision assessed 57 students, 21 males and 36 females. Disaggregated by race, 

there were three Hispanic/Latino, 17 African American, 35 Caucasian and two 

Multiracial students. Virtual assessed 106 students, 57 males and 39 females. 

Disaggregated by race, there were seven Hispanic/Latino, one American Indian, one 

Asian, 28 African American, one Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander (NH), 65 
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Caucasian and three Multiracial students. Tables 4 shows the demographic data. To view 

the students’ vertical scale scores for each innovation, see Appendix.   

Table 4 

Innovation Demographics 

Innovation 
Name 

Innovation 
Type 

Number 
of Third 
Graders 

Gender 
M F 

 

Race 
H AI AA NH C M A 

 

Mauldin 
School of 

Excellence 

College 
Readiness 

97  
52 45 

 

 
10 0 37 0 39 10 1 

 

Vision 
School of 

Excellence 

PBL 57  
21 36 

 

 
3 0 17 0 35 2 0 

 

Virtual 
School of 
the State 

Virtual 106  
57 39 

 

 
7 1 28 1 65 3 1 

 

         
Total Students =   260 

 

Results of Descriptive Analyses 

Research Question One: Does school innovation affect the reading achievement of third 

graders? 

For school year 2020-2021, of the total third grade enrollment of schools 

included, 97 or 37.3% were enrolled in Mauldin Excellence College Readiness, 57 or 

21.92% were enrolled in Vision School of Excellence PBL and 106 or 40.76% were 

enrolled in Virtual Academy of the State innovations. The mean vertical scale score for 

all innovations included in the sample was 433.56. For Vision PBL, the mean scale score 

was 410.80, 422.40 for Mauldin College Readiness, and 456 for Virtual Academy. 

Overall, third grade ELA scale scores ranged from 177 to 750. PBL innovation’s scale 

scores ranged between 233 and 652, while Mauldin College Readiness innovations’ scale 
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scores were between 177 and 750. Virtual Academy had a scale score range of 223-750. 

The overall standard deviation was 114.14. PBL had a standard deviation of 104.35, 

Mauldin 114.14, and Virtual had a standard deviation of 117.09. Results in Figure 7 

indicate descriptive statistics do show school type does effect achievement.  

Figure 7 
 

Descriptive Statistics of 2021 Third Grade ELA SC Ready Performance 
 

______________________________________________________________ 
 

Research Question Two: What factors impact the differences between reading 

achievement scores of third graders as measured by the SC READY assessment between 

Virtual Academy of the State, Vision School of Excellence, and Mauldin Excellence 

College Readiness innovations? 

Using descriptive statistics to understand how minority or non-minority status 

might be a factor in the reading achievement between the three innovations, the 

researcher compared the means of the total minority population to the total non-minority 

population. This data revealed minorities in the three schools have a mean vertical scale 

score of 403.04, with a standard deviation of 110.09 while their non-minority 

counterparts have a mean vertical scale score of 459.31 with a standard deviation of 
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112.12. Results in Figure 8 indicate descriptive statistics do show minority and non-

minority status are factors in the achievement of third grade students.  

Figure 8 
 
Total Minority/Non-Minority Mean Vertical Scale Scores 
 

_____________________________________________________________ 
 

School Factors. To determine if school related factors impact the reading achievement 

scores of third graders enrolled in Mauldin School of Excellence College Readiness, 

Vision School of Excellence PBL, and Virtual Academy of the State, data from surveys 

completed by teachers and reading coaches of the innovations included in the sample 

were analyzed. The survey asked respondents about their Read to Succeed endorsement, 

use of reading intervention programs as well as their satisfaction regarding the 

professional development in reading they received.  

Respondents included one reading coach and one teacher from Vision innovation, 

one teacher and one reading coach from Virtual innovation and two teachers from 

Mauldin innovation. All but one teacher indicated they had received the Read to Succeed 

Endorsement. This teacher indicated that he/she was working on obtaining the 

endorsement, however. Figures 9 and 10 illustrate this data.  
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Figure 9 
 
Survey Question: What is Your Current Role? 
 

________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Figure 10 
 
Survey Question: Do You Possess the Read to Succeed Endorsement? 
 

 
 

The survey also revealed Vision PBL teachers and coaches use Fountas & Pinnell, 

Ortan-Gillingham, while listing IXL and Freckle as other programs used at their schools. 

Mauldin College Ready respondents reported the use of Fountas & Pinnell, Read 180, 
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Achieve 3000, Ortan-Gillingham, and listed LETTERS and Razkids as other programs 

used. Virtual innovation’s respondents reported the use of Freckle and Razkids as 

programs used. Table 5 depicts the use of intervention programs used by each innovation. 

Table 5 

Survey Question: What Reading Program (s) Are Currently Used at Your School? 
 

Reading 
Intervention 

Program 

 Innovation  

 Vision PBL Mauldin 
College Ready 

Virtual 

Fountas & 
Pinnell 

X X  

Read 180  X  
Achieve 3000  X  
Lexia Reading    

Ortan-
gillingham 

X X  

Other IXL, Freckle LETTERS, 
Razkids 

Freckle, 
Razkids 

 

Respondents were also asked to rate their satisfaction with the reading programs 

currently used at their school on a scale of one through five, with one being very satisfied 

and five being not satisfied at all. Vision’s reading coach and Mauldin’s ELA teachers 

reported being very satisfied with Fountas & Pinnel and Ortan-Gillingham, while 

Vision’s teacher reported being satisfied with the programs. One of Mauldin’s ELA 

teachers reported being very satisfied with Read 180, while the innovations’ other ELA 

teacher reported being satisfied with the program. Finally, Mauldin’s Vision’s staff 

reported being very satisfied with Achieve 3000. This information can be viewed in 

Figure 11. 
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Figure 11 
 

Survey Question: How Satisfied Are You with the Reading Programs Used At Your 
School? 
 

 
 

Finally, respondents were asked to rate their satisfaction of the professional 

development in reading they received on a scale of one through five, with one being very 

satisfied and five being not satisfied at all. Virtual Academy’s teacher and reading coach 

and one of Mauldin’s teachers all reported they were very satisfied with the professional 

development they received. Vision’s reading coach and one of Mauldin’s teachers 

reported they were satisfied while Vision’s teacher reported a neutral satisfaction 

regarding the professional development received. Satisfaction of provided professional 

development can be seen in Table 12.  
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Figure 12 
 
Survey Question: How Satisfied Are You With Professional Development in Reading You 
Have Received? 
 

 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 

Results of Inferential Analyses 

Research Question Three: How are SC READY ELA performance scores of third graders 

different between Virtual, Project Based Learning, and Mauldin College Readiness 

elementary innovations? 

The 2020-2021 ELA SC READY mean vertical scale scores or third grade 

students enrolled in each innovation were compared using a single factor analysis of 

variance (ANOVA). As presented in the first section of this chapter, in Table 5, WCSD’s 

Virtual innovation had a higher mean scale score than Mauldin School of Excellence 

College Readiness and Vision School of Excellence PBL innovations. To determine the 

differences between the scores, a one-way ANOVA was conducted. The ANOVA test 

demonstrated there was a significant effect of school innovation on SC READY ELA 

performance for school year 2021 at the p<.05 level for the three conditions [F (2, 

256)=3.711, p=0.025]. Effect size was determined by utilizing Eta squared calculations. 
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For the effect of school type on SC READY ELA performance, this analysis (h²= .028) 

exceeded Eta squared convention for a small effect (h²=.01) but did not meet the 

convention for a medium (h²=.06) effect. Table 6 illustrates the result of the ANOVA as 

well as the Eta squared calculation. 

Table 6 

ANOVA: Third Grade SC READY 2021 Performance 

 Source of 

Variation SS d f MS F P-value F crit 

Between 
Groups 95641.98 2 47820.99 3.71117 0.02577414 3.031064 

Within 
Groups 3298740.61 256 12885.7    

Total 3394382.6 258     
 

Eta squared=  95641.9795(SS effect/ 3298740.61(SS total) =  0.028 

 

PBL and College Readiness 

To compare individual innovations, two-sample t-Tests were used. The results of 

this study indicated there is a statistically significant difference between the mean vertical 

scale scores of students enrolled in Vision School of Excellence and Mauldin School of 

Excellence innovations. Specifically, Mauldin students (M=422.40, SD= 114.13) had 

higher mean vertical scale scores than Vision students (M=410.80, SD= 104.35). A two-

samples t-Test revealed a t-statistic of –0.642 with a df=126 (p<0.05). The effect size for 

this analysis (d=.10) fell below Cohen’s convention for a small effect (d=.20). The results 

of the t-test and post hoc analysis revealed a significant difference in the mean vertical 
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scale scores of PBL and College Readiness innovations. Table 7 illustrates the results of 

this t-Test and Cohen’s d calculation. 

Table 7 

T-Test: Vertical Scale Score Means of PBL and College Readiness 
 

  PBL 
College 

Readiness 
Mean 410.807018 422.402062 
Observations 57 97 
df 126  
t Stat -0.6428393  

__________________________________________________ 

Cohen's d = (410.807 - 422.402) ⁄ 109.349393 = 0.106036. 
__________________________________________________ 
 

Virtual and College Readiness 

The results of this study indicated that there is a statistically significant difference 

between the mean vertical scale scores of students enrolled in Mauldin School of 

Excellence and Virtual Academy of the State innovations. Specifically, Virtual students 

(M=456.00, SD=117.09) had a higher mean vertical scale score than Mauldin students 

(M=422.40, SD=114.13). A two-samples t-Test revealed a t-statistic of –2.069 with a 

df=200 (p<0.05). The effect size for this analysis (d=.29) exceeded Cohen’s convention 

for a small effect (d=.20) but did not meet the convention for a medium (d=.50) effect. 

Table 8 illustrates the results of this t-Test and Cohen’s d calculation.  
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Table 8 

T-Test: Vertical Scale Score Means College Readiness and Virtual 
 

  
College 

Readiness Virtual 
Mean 422.402062 456.009434 
Observations 97 106 
df 200  
t Stat -2.0698282 

 
__________________________________________________ 

Cohen's d = (456.0094 - 422.402) ⁄ 115.614409 = 0.290685. 
__________________________________________________ 

 

The results of the t-test and post hoc analysis revealed a significant difference 

between the mean vertical scale scores of students enrolled in Vision School of 

Excellence and Virtual Academy of the State innovations. Specifically, Virtual students 

(M=456.00, SD=117.09) had a higher mean scale score than Vision students (M=410.80, 

SD=104.35). A two-samples t-Test revealed a t-statistic of –2.525 with a df=127 

(p<0.05). The effect size for this analysis (d=.40) exceeded Cohen’s convention for a 

small effect (d= .20) but did not meet the convention for a medium (d= .50) effect. Table 

9 illustrates the results of this t-Test and Cohen’s d calculation.  

Table 9 

T-Test: Vertical Scale Score Means PBL and Virtual 

  PBL Virtual 
Mean 410.807018 456.009434 
Observations 57 106 
df 127  
t Stat -2.525423  

   _________________________________________________ 

Cohen's d = (410.807 - 456.0094) ⁄ 110.901084 = 0.407592 
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Race 

To determine if minority and non-minority status impact the reading achievement 

of third graders enrolled in Mauldin School of Excellence College Readiness, Virtual 

Academy of the State, and Vision School of Excellence PBL innovations, two sample t-

Test were run for each innovation to compare the scores of minority students to those of 

non-minority students. The mean vertical scale score of Vision School of Excellence’s 

minority population was 368.09 while its non-minority population’s mean vertical scale 

score was 437.65. The t-Test revealed a t-statistic of -2.647, with a df=49 (p<0.05). The 

results of the t-test and post hoc analysis revealed a significant difference between the 

mean vertical scale scores of minority and non-minority PBL students. Specifically, the 

PBL’s minority students’ mean vertical scale scores were significantly lower than those 

of their non-minority counterparts. The effect size for this analysis (d=.70) exceeded 

Cohen’s convention for a medium effect (d=.50) but did not meet the convention for a 

large effect (d=.80). Table 10 outlines this analysis and Cohen’s d calculation. 

Table 10 

T-Test: Vision PBL Groups 
 

  Minority 
Non-

Minority  

Mean 368.090909 437.657143  
Observations 22 35  
df 49   
t Stat -2.6479854   

 
Cohen's d = (437 - 368.09) ⁄ 98.009627 = 0.703094. 
________________________________________________ 

The mean vertical scale score for Mauldin School of Excellence’s minority 

population was 405.7, and the non-minority population’s mean vertical scale score was 
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446.2. The t-Test revealed a t-statistic of -1.719, with a df=81 (p>0.05). Although 

Mauldin College Readiness Innovation’s minority population has a lower mean vertical 

scale score than the non-minority population, the result of this t-Test indicated that there 

is no statistically significant difference between the mean vertical scale scores for the two 

groups. The result of the t-test revealed a slight difference between the mean vertical 

scale scores of minority and non-minority College Readiness students. Table 11 shows 

the results of the analysis. 

Table 11 

T-Test: Mauldin College Readiness Groups 
 

  Minority 
Non-

minority  
Mean 405.701754 446.2  
Observations 57 40  
df 81   
t Stat -1.7199303   

_______________________________________________ 
 

The mean vertical scale score for Virtual Academy’s minority students was 

418.475, while the mean score for non-minority students was 478.757. A two-sample t-

Test was conducted to compare vertical scale scores of these two groups. The t-Test 

revealed a t-statistic of -2.60, with a df=79 (p<0.05). The result of this test indicated a 

statistically significant difference between the mean vertical scale scores of minority and 

non-minority students of Virtual Academy. Specifically, minority students had a smaller 

mean vertical scale score than non-minority students. Calculating the Cohen’s d for the 

effect size revealed a medium effect size of .51. The results of the t-test and post hoc 

analysis revealed a significant difference between the mean minority and non-minority 

vertical scale of Virtual students. This data can be seen in Table 12.  
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Table 12 

T-Test: Virtual Groups 
 

  Minority 
Non-

Minority 
Mean 418.475 478.757576 
Observations 40 66 
df 79  
t Stat -2.6080364  

_________________________________________________ 
 
Cohen's d = (478 - 418.475) ⁄ 114.623096 = 0.519311. 
_________________________________________________ 
 

Validity Assurance 

 The researcher took a number of steps to ensure the validity of this study. First, 

the researcher examined a number of statistical analyses to determine which would be the 

most appropriate to effectively answer the research questions. Once the ANOVA and the 

t-Test were chosen, these statistical analyses were run multiple times to ensure accuracy. 

Finally, after all analyses were run, the researcher sought the assistance of a statistician 

who verified both the analyses and the results. As a result of these steps taken by the 

researcher, the reader can be assured that the findings of this study are both accurate and 

valid. 

Summary 

This chapter provided a detailed presentation of the findings of this causal 

comparative, nonexperimental research study. Research question one addressed whether 

innovation affects reading achievement. The results for this question indicated Virtual 

innovations positively impact the reading achievement of its students, as only students 

enrolled in this innovation had a mean vertical scale score indicating those students are 
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ready for the subsequent grade level and are also on track for college and career 

readiness. The other two innovations, Vision PBL and Mauldin College Readiness, both 

had mean vertical scale scores below 452 which indicates their students, typically 

approach readiness and require additional academic support to be prepared for the next 

grade level and to be on track for college and career readiness.  

Research question two addressed the differences in the performance scores of 

students enrolled in Virtual, PBL, and College Readiness elementary school innovations. 

Using school type, significant differences were revealed when comparing each school.  

When PBL was compared to College Readiness, there was a statistically significant 

difference between the mean vertical scale scores of students enrolled in Vision School of 

Excellence PBL and Mauldin School of Excellence College Readiness innovations. 

While this difference was revealed and the significance was determined to be small, it 

should be noted that both College Readiness and PBL innovations had mean vertical 

scale scores indicating their students typically approach readiness and require additional 

academic support to be prepared for the next grade level and to be on track for college 

and career readiness.  

 When Virtual Academy was compared to Mauldin College Readiness, there was 

a statistically significant difference between the mean vertical scale scores of students 

enrolled in Virtual Academy of the State and Mauldin School of Excellence College 

Readiness innovations. The virtual innovation had a significantly higher mean vertical 

scale score than the College Readiness innovation. Although this significance was 

determined to be small, Virtual students on average are deemed ready for the subsequent 
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grade level and are also on track for college and career readiness, while College 

Readiness students only approach readiness.  

When Virtual was compared to PBL, there was a statistically significant 

difference between the mean vertical scale scores of students enrolled in Virtual 

Academy of the State and Vision School of Excellence PBL innovations. The virtual 

innovation had a significantly higher mean vertical scale score than the PBL innovation. 

Although this significance was determined to be small, Virtual students on average are 

deemed ready for the subsequent grade level and are also on track for college and career 

readiness, while PBL students only approach readiness.   

Research question three examined the factors outside of school type which may 

influence reading achievement. When considering minority and non-minority status, 

significant differences were revealed in the vertical scale scores of each group. 

Significant differences existed in the mean vertical scale scores between minority and 

non-minority students in all innovations. As the effect size of the differences ranged from 

small to medium, minority students enrolled in Vision PBL, Mauldin College Readiness, 

and Virtual innovations, on average approach readiness and require additional academic 

support to be prepared for the next grade level and to be on track for college and career 

readiness, while the innovations’ non-minority students, on average, demonstrate 

readiness. 

When considering school factors, such as teacher professional development, Read 

to Succeed Endorsement status, reading intervention programs and professional 

development, survey data was collected and analyzed. All staff members of all 

innovations reported that they either had the Read to Succeed endorsement or were 
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working towards it. Teachers and coaches from Vision PBL and Mauldin College 

Readiness reported a wide range of reading intervention programs used, while Virtual 

innovation reported the use of two. All staff reported satisfaction with the programs used 

and the professional development provided.                   
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Chapter Five: Discussion 

Introduction 

The results of this study were presented and analyzed in chapter four. This chapter 

contains a comprehensive summary of the investigation, a discussion on the implications 

for practice and recommendation for future researchers. The chapter contains six 

sections: (a) research questions, (b) conceptual framework revisited, (c) interpretation of 

findings and implications, (d) limitations, (e) recommendations for further research and, 

(f) conclusion.    

The purpose of this study was to examine the differences in reading achievement 

of WCSD’s College Readiness, PBL, and Virtual innovations. To specify these 

differences more fully, factors such as school effects, reading intervention programs, and 

race were included. The instrument used was the 2021 SC READY ELA vertical scale 

scores for third graders. The population consisted of three charter schools in South 

Carolina, and the vertical scale scores of 260 students from these schools. Table 3, as 

previously referenced in Chapter two, is included here to remind readers of the vertical 

scale score explanations. 

Table 3 

ELA Vertical Scale Score Ranges 
 

Grade Exceeds Meets Approaches Does Not 
Meet 

3 540-825 452-539 359-451 100-358 

 
Source: (SC READY n.d.-f) 
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Research Questions  

Research Question One. Does school innovation affect the reading achievement 

of third graders? 

Research Question Two. What factors impact the differences between reading 

achievement scores of third graders as measured by the SC READY assessment 

between Virtual Academy of the State, Vision School of Excellence, and Mauldin 

Excellence College Readiness innovations? 

Research Question Three. How are SC READY ELA performance scores of 

third graders different between Virtual, Project Based Learning, and Mauldin 

College Readiness elementary innovations? 

Conceptual Framework Revisited 

 Reading by third grade is vital to students’ future academic success. It is this idea 

which informs the Read to Succeed legislation, the conceptual framework of the current 

study. The student scores included in this study belong to students who were in the third 

grade during the school year 2020-2021 and have all been directly or indirectly impacted 

by the Read to Succeed efforts of the innovations in which they were enrolled. As 

required by Read to Succeed reading plans, all innovations employ reading coaches and 

teachers who possess Read to Succeed endorsements or are working toward completion. 

This requirement insures those assisting to develop the literacy skills of students, are 

equipped with the skills and knowledge needed to effectively assess and analyze data and 

to provide impactful instruction and interventions when needed. Additionally, as also 

required by Read to Succeed legislation, all innovations have provided teachers and 

coaches with professional development opportunities in understanding and implementing 
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the characteristics of exemplary literacy classrooms. Lastly, as required by Read to 

Succeed reading plans, the innovations included in this study and according to their staff 

who participated in the survey, utilize several reading programs to support struggling 

readers. While it should be noted, some innovations utilized far more programs than 

others, the use of these interventions do align with Read to Succeed requirements.  

Findings and Implications 

The first research question in the study attempted to determine if school 

innovation affected the reading achievement of third graders. When examining the 2021 

SC READY ELA performance for all schools, results indicated Virtual Academy (mean 

vertical scale score of 456) outperformed Mauldin School of Excellence College 

Readiness (mean scale score of 422.4) and Vision School of Excellence PBL (mean scale 

score of 410.8). Because of the significant differences in mean vertical scale scores of 

Virtual innovations and the other innovations in the study, it can be concluded that school 

type does impact reading achievement with Virtual Academy of The State having a 

positive and more significant impact. Virtual Academy’s mean vertical scale score of 456 

indicates that on average, its students are meeting performance expectations, are ready for 

the subsequent grade level, and are on track for college and career readiness. Mauldin 

School of Excellence’s mean vertical scale score of 422.4 and Vision School of 

Excellence’s vertical scare score of 410.8 indicate that, on average, third graders in these 

innovations are classified in the Approaches category and require additional academic 

support to be prepared for the next grade level and to be on track for college and career 

readiness. 

These findings concur with research reviewed in Chapter two. The research of 
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Florida TaxWatch (2007), a nonprofit research organization, presented findings 

indicating students enrolled in virtual schools in Florida experienced higher gains than 

the student enrolled in brick-and-mortar schools in the state. Additionally, Shachar and 

Neumann (2003) posited that in more than 60% of cases, students attending school 

virtually outperform those students who, again, attend brick and mortar settings. While 

Shachar and Neumann (2003) found similar results as the current research, it should be 

noted the studies were different. Their study included grades 6-10 while the current 

research was limited to third grade.  

Cavanaugh (1999) who summarized studies of distance education concluded 

students attending school virtually could expect to experience higher gains. His findings 

are similar to the findings in this research. The major difference between Cavanaugh’s 

(1999) findings and the present study was his findings were derived from the synthesis of 

several studies which focused on virtual learning in K-12 setting, while in this study, the 

researcher investigated only third graders learning in this setting.  

Discussion of Research Question Two 

The second research question investigated the differences in reading achievement 

between the individual innovations. When comparing Vision School of Excellence PBL 

and Mauldin School of Excellence College Readiness a significant difference was 

revealed. Mauldin (422.4) had a higher mean vertical scale score than Vision (410.8). 

While this difference is significant, it is a small significance, as both innovations’ mean 

scale scores fall below the Meets threshold. This indicates that on average, third graders 

are not meeting standards, but instead are approaching and require additional academic 

support to be prepared for the next grade level, and to be on track for college and career 
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readiness. 

When comparing College Readiness and Virtual innovations, results indicated 

Virtual (456) students have a significantly higher mean vertical scale score than students 

enrolled in the College Readiness (422.4) innovation. While the effect size of this 

significance is considered small, it is worth noting that on average, students enrolled in 

College Readiness innovation approach readiness, while students enrolled in Virtual 

innovations, on average, demonstrate readiness for the subsequent grade level and are 

also on track for college and career readiness.  

Finally, when the mean vertical scale scores of PBL (410.8) and Virtual (456) 

innovations were compared, a significant difference was again revealed between the 

means. As in the previous comparisons, the effect size of the difference is small, but 

nevertheless confirms student enrolled in PBL innovations, on average approach 

readiness as opposed to students enrolled in virtual platforms who, typically demonstrate 

readiness.  

Discussion of Research Question Three 

 The third research question was designed to examine the factors which may 

impact the reading achievement of third graders in the three innovations.   

Minority/Non-Minority 

Results from descriptive statistics indicate when all innovations’ vertical scale 

scores are compared by race, minority students (403.04) have a lower mean vertical scale 

score than that of non-minority students (459.31). This indicates minority students 

enrolled in WCSD’s PBL, College Readiness and Virtual innovations are approaching 

readiness, as opposed to demonstrating readiness as their non-minority counterparts.  
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t-Test were run for each innovation to compare the scores of minority students to 

those of non-minority students. Those tests reveal similar findings to those of the 

descriptive statistics presented. Minority students in each innovation have a mean vertical 

scale score lower than that of non-minority students. Specifically, there are significant 

differences between the mean scores of minority and non-minority students at both 

Virtual and PBL innovations. The mean vertical scale score of Vision PBL’s minority 

students (368.09) was significantly lower than that of the innovations non-minority 

students (437.65) revealing a medium effect size. While the difference between mean 

scale score was significant and the effect size was medium, it should be noted that 

students in both these groups are typically approaching readiness standards. This analysis 

reveals that minority and non-minority students at Vision PBL innovation, generally 

approach readiness standards in reading. Furthermore, the mean vertical scale score of 

Virtual Academy’s minority students (418.475) was significantly lower than that of the 

innovation’s non-minority students (478.75) revealing a medium effect size. This analysis 

reveals minority students at Virtual Academy of the State innovation typically approach 

readiness standards in reading, as opposed to their non-minority counterparts who, on 

average, meet those same standards. 

These findings echo the fears of early proponents to school choice as well as align 

with research reviewed in Chapter two. Goldharber (1999) posited that those who were 

against school choice feared that it would not benefit the underserved populations, which 

has been revealed in the study. The research of Bifulco and Ladd (2006), Zimmer and 

Buddin (2005) and Shakeel and Peterson (2021) suggest that charter schools are not 

experiencing significant achievement gains, while minority students enrolled in them are 
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not experiencing achievement gains at the rate of their non-minority counterparts.  

Bifulco and Ladd (2006) reported that minorities enrolled in charter schools can 

expect to have lower achievement gains than non-minority student. Their research goes 

on to suggest children in general have lower achievement in charter schools. Shakeel and 

Peterson (2021) found no significant difference in the scores in reading and math 

reported by the National Assessment of Education Progress for fourth and eighth grade 

charter students. Shakeel and Peterson (2021) also found the average test scores for black 

students in charter schools and TPS were the lowest among student groups. Finally, the 

research of Zimmer and Buddin (2005) concluded charter schools are not improving the 

achievement of minorities students, but instead, are having a negative effect on 

performance on both blacks and whites, with this effect being substantially larger for 

minorities.   

Survey Data 

What is Your Current Role? 

 For this survey question, respondents reported they were either an ELA teacher or 

a reading coach. The data revealed that all or most innovations employed a reading 

coach, which is required by Read to Succeed guidelines. Mauldin College Readiness does 

employ a reading coach, but this individual did not participate in the survey. 

Additionally, most staff members reported they had received the Read to Succeed 

endorsement while one reading teacher from Mauldin indicated she/he was working 

toward this endorsement. Again, as required by Read to Succeed legislation, all teachers 

and reading coaches must possess Read to Succeed endorsement. The analysis of this 
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data indicates that WCSD innovations are following Read to Succeed guidelines 

regarding employed staff and their endorsements.  

What Reading Program(s) Are Currently Used at Your School? 

 The responses for this question indicated the innovations use a wide range of 

reading intervention programs. Mauldin and Vision reported the use of four or more 

programs each, while Virtual reported the use of only two programs. Additionally, all 

respondents reported feeling satisfied or very satisfied with the reading programs used at 

their innovations. While all innovations are providing reading intervention programs to 

their students, as required by Read to Succeed legislation, the Virtual innovation uses far 

less programs but experienced greater reading success as vertical score analyses show. 

How Satisfied Are You With Professional Development in Reading You Have 

Received? 

 As required by Read to Succeed legislation, certified teaching staff must be 

provided with professional development opportunities to assist them in delivering reading 

instruction to students. Analysis of this question revealed satisfaction with most staff 

members with one respondent reporting a neutral feeling regarding satisfaction. With this 

data, it can be inferred that WCSD and its innovations are providing certified teaching 

staff with opportunities for professional development, as required by Read to Succeed 

legislation.   

Limitations  

This study’s findings should be considered in light of some limitations. One 

limitation was the closed-ended questions of the survey. As a result, the responses 

prevented the researcher from gaining conclusive results regarding school factors 
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impacting reading achievement. Study results were also limited by the sample size for 

vertical scale scores, as they varied based on enrollment for each innovation. The results, 

therefore, were impacted by the potential discrepancies in the number of vertical scale 

scores included in this study. A further limitation of this quantitative study is not all 

charter schools use identical reading programs, which may affect student achievement 

comparisons. For example, some schools may use programs such as Orton Gillingham, 

Read 180, Fountas & Pinnell, et cetera. The use of these programs or the lack thereof 

might contribute to the study's results. Finally, structural elements for each innovation are 

different (i.e. school size, teachers, student teacher ratio, expenditures, time, method of 

teacher certification, and student type), which may also affect student achievement 

comparisons.  

Recommendations for Further Research 

 This study provides a basis for routine research to compare the effects of WCSD’s 

virtual, PBL and College Readiness charter innovations on reading achievement. Further 

research should include examinations into all WCSC’s innovations as well as all charter 

schools in South Carolina. This information would yield valuable data on the progress 

being made by charter schools based on innovation or school type. It would also enable 

policy makers to routinely examine the effectiveness of charter schools in South 

Carolina. Investigating more thoroughly, the achievement of minority students in charter 

and TPS is an additional area of research which would also yield useful information. 

Further research on how South Carolina charter schools compare to the state’s TPS 

would better inform policy makers of the actual impacts of charter schools on the 

educational outcomes of South Carolina’s students. Should those results show no or 
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negative differences between TPS and charters, significant considerations and actions 

would need to occur to determine the future of South Carolina charter schools. Further 

research on the number of reading programs used and the impact on achievement might 

yield findings on what is too much or not enough when selecting intervention programs. 

Additionally, thorough examination of highly effective charter schools to examine their 

practices, would help illuminate ways to improve the performance of all South Carolina 

charter schools. Finally, to support the reading achievement of all students, further 

research should include best practices for supporting subgroups. The current research 

indicates that minorities are lagging their nonminority counterparts when it comes to 

reading achievement within the innovations included in this study. Further research 

would assist in closing the state’s achievement gap while increasing opportunities for all 

students. 

Conclusion 

As reading proficiency is paramount to student achievement, educational 

accountability systems hold states and districts responsible for raising student 

achievement. Today, South Carolina’s school system ranks 44th in the nation, 

outperforming only six other states (U.S. News Ranks the 50 States, n.d.). The state of 

education in South Carolina has not improved much since 1994, when South Carolina 

was one of 11 states to score significantly lower than the national average in reading 

(NAEP State Profiles, n.d.). According to South Carolina Code of Laws (n.d), to improve 

student learning and to assist South Carolina in reaching academic excellence, Governor 

David Beasley passed the 1996 Charter school act, giving South Carolina parents options, 

through charter schools, when it came to educating their students. Twenty-seven years 
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later, there are 93 charter schools serving approximately 40,000 students. Approximately 

26% of SC charter schools are operated by local school districts while, about 8% are 

authorized by Limestone Charter Association, 41% are authorized by South Carolina 

Public Charter School District, and approximately 26% are authorized by Charter 

Institute at Erskine (Regional School Directory, n.d.).  

With the 1996 passing of the Charter School Act, and the 2014 passing of Act 284 

(Read to Succeed), Congress, in 2015, passed the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) as 

an amendment to the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) which intended 

to replace the No Child Left Behind law. The act requires each state complete a plan 

outlining accountability measures. Additionally, to ensure South Carolina students are 

prepared for success after graduating high school, the state’s department of education 

established the Profile of the South Carolina Graduate. This profile outlines the skills, 

knowledge, and characteristics required for young people to be successful and 

competitive. Essential to the components of the profile is reading proficiency. To ensure 

students possess the knowledge and skills of a South Carolina Graduate, they must be 

proficient readers and writers (State of South Carolina Department of Education 2021).  

In preparing students to become proficient readers, the state has set goals for 3rd-

8th grade students’ outcomes on the states’ SC Ready Assessment. According to the 

state’s 2035 goals, 90% of students will score at level 2 (Approaches Expectations) or 

higher on the ELA state summative assessment, while by the same year, 70% of students 

will score at level 3 (Meets Expectations) or higher (South Carolina Department of 

Education, 2018). Regarding the 2020-2021 ELA state summative assessment for WSCD 

innovations included in the current study, 25.4% of students approach expectations, 
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45.4% meet expectations, and 29.2% do not meet expectations. This information can be 

seen in Table 13.  

Table 14 

WCSD 2021 Score Levels and 2035 Goals 

Innovation 2021 SC READY 2035 Goals 

Vision PBL 35% Meet 

30% Approaches 

35% Does Not Meet 

70% Meet 

90% Approaches 

Mauldin College 

Readiness 

44% Meet 

26% Approaches 

30% Does Not Meet 

70% Meet 

90% Approaches 

Virtual Academy 52% Meet 

23% Approaches 

25% Does Not Meet 

70% Meet 

90% Approaches 

 

WCSD and these innovations have a significant challenge ahead of them to ensure 

students meet the goals set by Every Student Succeeds legislation. All students have the 

right to a high-quality education. Because reading is a fundamental skill serving as the 

cornerstone of that education, it is imperative that the most effective practices are studied 

and utilized when teaching our state’s children to read. Parents have the choice of 

different school types from public, private, charter, virtual, PBL, etc. Regardless of the 

option chosen, parents should be assured the schools they choose are capable of 

providing high-level reading programs. If South Carolina students are to be adequately 

prepared for success after graduating high school and meet the profile of a South Carolina 

Graduate, equipping them with skills to reach reading proficiency is essential. 
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