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Problem
Bryan is an SLP working at a small urban elementary 
school in a large local district. Most of his students come 
from lower socio-economic homes; 90% of them receive 
free or reduced lunch. Bryan’s school is feeling a lot of 
pressure to make annual yearly progress as stated in the 
No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB). On last 
year’s statewide test, the majority of students in the 3rd, 
4th, and 5th grades at Bryan’s school were not performing 
at grade level. While the statewide test evaluates students’ 
comprehension of both narrative and expository texts, 
younger elementary grades primarily focus on narrative 
text. Bryan understands that language plays an important 
role, especially in early reading skills, and wants to ensure 
that he is having an impact on his students’ academic 
performance. In particular, one group of his language-
impaired second graders is struggling with reading 
comprehension. They are reading fluently and accurately 
but their reading comprehension is not commensurate 
with their fluency. They are not able to answer questions 
based on narrative text and are especially struggling with 
story prediction, main idea, and story vocabulary. The 
statewide test requires students to read a passage, interpret 
it, and demonstrate understanding by answering a variety 
of questions on these areas. 

Several months before the statewide testing, the school 
reading specialist discovered through the school interim 
testing program that several students on Bryan’s caseload 
demonstrated high-risk performance in the area of 
reading comprehension. After consulting with the reading 
specialist, Bryan realized that he needed to learn more 
about how to provide appropriate literacy intervention to 
support the reading comprehension skills of his students. 

Bryan’s school district has provided a series of professional 
development programs for the SLPs that address many 
areas of language and literacy. One of the programs dealt 
specifically with reading comprehension and strategies the 
SLP might use to support the classroom curriculum. The 
type of strategy that seemed to best fit Bryan’s situation 
was the story grammar approach. The question Bryan 
needs to answer is: Does explicit instruction in story 
grammar positively impact elementary school students’ 
comprehension abilities in reading narrative text?

Background
Understanding the common attributes of language 
and reading comprehension is a valuable skill that SLPs 
contribute to the educational process and an important 
asset of the profession that is relevant to addressing 
current mandates such as NCLB. The American Speech-
Language Hearing Association’s (ASHA, 2001) technical 
report on the roles and responsibilities of SLPs in regard 
to literacy suggests that there is a significant overlap 
between reading comprehension and spoken-language 
comprehension. This overlap suggests that readers and 
listeners use similar linguistic and higher order processes, 
which has been extensively supported by research 
(Olofsson & Niedersoe, 1999; Wise, Sevcik, Morris, 
Lovett, Wolf, 2007; Scarborough, 1991). Additionally, 
reading comprehension research (Gersten et al. 1998; 
Roberts, Torgesen, Boardman, Scammacca, 2008) has 
identified major areas of common weakness for students 
with disabilities, including: 

• �deficits in decoding;

• �lack of necessary background knowledge/vocabulary; 

• �lack of story and expository text structure; and 

• �difficulties with strategically processing text.

In addition, evidence has been presented that suggests 
that typically developing preschool-age children are 
able to use story grammar to organize narratives for 
listening comprehension (Shapiro 
& Hudson, 1989; Potts, 1989). 
Students with disabilities are 
slower to develop this skill and 
often struggle with certain aspects 
of story grammar, such as the 
ability to identify important story 
information and themes, and often 
lack the ability to make inferences (Williams, 2000). 

Like Bryan’s students, many children from lower 
socioeconomic status or minority backgrounds come to 
school exhibiting delays in the broad areas of pre-reading 
skills such as general oral language, vocabulary, and 
phonological skills (Hecht, Burgess, Torgesen, Wagner, 
& Rashotte, 2000; Robertson, 1998; Aikens, Barbarin, 
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2008). Children at risk for reading failure require a 
different kind of instruction than standard classroom 
curriculum and this alternative instruction may require 
the involvement of the SLP. Foorman and Torgesen (2001) 
have argued that reading interventions for children who 
are at risk will need to be more explicit and comprehensive, 
more intensive, and more supportive than programs for 
typically developing children. In addition, Foorman and 

Torgesen suggest that children 
at risk may need more cognitive 
support in the form of scaffolding, 
which involves teachers guiding 
students in completing a task the 
students would not have been able 
to accomplish on their own. SLPs 
commonly use scaffolding as a 
means of support for their speech- 

and language-impaired students and are in a unique 
position to use these teaching/intervention skills to help 
children at risk for reading failure. 

The focus of the remainder of this paper is to illustrate 
how Bryan can find an answer to his question by using 
evidence-based guidelines and procedures that have 
become a standard for identifying and implementing best 
practices in the schools. ASHA advocates the clinician’s 
use of the best scientific evidence available, integrated 
with both the SLP’s clinical expertise and the values and 
needs of the client (ASHA, 2005). Ehren (2008) provides 
a rationale for SLPs such as Bryan to engage in Evidence-
Based Practice (EBP): “SLPs want to be confident that 
they are doing the best job they can to help struggling 
students…Students you serve don’t have time to waste 
with practices that may be ineffective” (p. 2).  

Method
While we recognize that access to a large and diverse 
collection of research literature is not readily available 
outside a university setting, we also recognize that the 
process of identifying and implementing best practices 
often requires the SLP to venture beyond the convenience 
of general public access tools such as Google™. The 
approach we present below is intended to reflect a typical 
process that a school-based SLP such as Bryan might use 
to answer an EBP question, including: inclusion criteria, 
information retrieval, research quality assessment, data 
analysis, and clinical application. 

Scenario
Inclusion criteria.
As a first step, Bryan determined that any study included 
in his EBP review and synthesis would meet the following 
standards: 

1. �Implements an intervention focusing on story 
grammar.

2. �Includes a control or comparison group condition (e.g., 
experimental or quasi-experimental design).

3. �Provides a post-intervention comparison of outcomes 
measured for both  treatment group and control or 
comparison groups.

Information retrieval.
Bryan began his search with the ASHA website (www.
asha.org), since access to ASHA journals is free to 
members. He decided to start his search by using the key 
term “story grammar” with the criteria of searching “all 
words anywhere in article” in all of the ASHA journals. 
This strategy yielded 441 citations, which was promising 
but not specific enough to be useful at this early stage 
of the retrieval process. Bryan next decided to narrow 
his search by changing the search term criteria from “all 
words anywhere in article” to “exact phrase anywhere in 
article.” This search yielded 95 citations, which was a more 
manageable number. A review of the titles and abstracts 
revealed to Bryan that many of these citations involved the 
evaluation of children’s narrative abilities as opposed to 
interventions to improve reading comprehension. Of the 
95 citations, three studies appeared to meet his inclusion 
criteria and warranted obtaining the full text (Swanson, 
2005; Hoggan, 1994; Ukrainetz, 1998; McGregor, 2000). 
Because Bryan was able to identify so few potential studies 
to answer his question, he expanded his search terms to 
include keywords cited in the four full text studies he 
retrieved (e.g., “story retell,” “story elements,” “narrative 
intervention,” “text structure,” “text elements,” “story 
comprehension,” “narrative comprehension”). He then 
followed the same procedure as above in determining 
the relevance of the retrieved citations. Table 1 provides 
a description of his searches and the outcomes. Although 
Bryan’s additional search effort ultimately provided one 
more citation that was relevant to his clinical question, 
he was confident at this point in the search that he had 
located all of the relevant articles in the ASHA journals. 

Bryan’s next step in the EBP process was to review the 
full text of the articles and determine whether or not 
they met his inclusion criteria, as described above. Three 
of the four articles were descriptive in nature and did not 
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provide statistical information regarding the use of story 
grammar to improve reading comprehension (Hoggan 
& Strong, 1994; Swanson, Fey, Mills & Hood, 2005; 
Ukrainetz, 1998). McGregor’s article (2000) described 
three studies, the first two of which were evaluation studies 
of preschoolers’ narrative abilities without treatment. 
McGregor’s third study used a single-subject experimental 
design and was described as a preliminary test of an 
intervention in which peers facilitated narrative retellings. 

While the studies provided Bryan with interesting and 
useful information, he recognized that the conclusions 
he might draw from them would not provide a scientific 
basis for clinical decision or implementation. This is not 
to say that these studies are of poor quality, but simply 
that they did not meet Bryan’s inclusion criteria for his 
EBP process. He would not be able to confidently use 
the reported intervention strategies to treat his students’ 
reading comprehension deficits. Since Bryan wasn’t able 
to locate an adequate research base to potentially make 
a clinical judgment regarding an intervention strategy, 
he next went to the publicly accessible ERIC database  
(www.eric.ed.gov <http://www.eric.ed.gov>) and used 
similar keywords for his search as found in Table 2.

Research quality assessment.

Through his search of the ERIC database, Bryan found six 
additional studies. He then needed to determine whether 
or not these studies specifically addressed his question. 
One of the key considerations in a clinician’s decision to 
accept or reject evidence is the quality of the data driving 
the decision. In EBP, the term “gold standard” is typically 
applied to studies that report a randomization procedure 
of participant selection or assignment to a group 
(treatment or control). This type of research is known as 

a randomized controlled trial (RCT). 
More than 10 years ago, a model was 
adopted in the medical arena called the 
CONSORT statement (Consolidated 
Standards of Reporting Trials) (Moher, 
Schulz, Altman, 2001). This model has 
been used to guide the reporting of 

RCTs. Law and Plunkett (2006) presented an application 
of the CONSORT statement to assess research quality 
of the literature base in communication disorders. Bryan 
applied this model to the six RCTs he found in his 
search of the ERIC database in order to summarize the 
important elements of each study (see Appendix A).

While the information yielded by this process was 
important, it did not connect directly to Bryan’s 
situation. For example, there were variations for the ages 
of students treated, the structure of the research design, 
or the measures used to assess reading comprehension. So, 
Bryan’s next step was to decide how to use those elements 
of the evidence that he thought would be potentially the 
most critical to story grammar intervention to improve 
reading comprehension. After reviewing the complete 
CONSORT summary, he concluded that the elements 
most important to his situation were three variables (see 
Appendix A): age of participants, intervention features, 
and outcome measures (i.e., how the groups were 
evaluated post-intervention). 

Decision analysis and clinical application. 
Having identified the three variable elements in the 
CONSORT summary that were relevant to his question, 
Bryan could begin to evaluate the evidence and make an 
informed decision about implementing a story grammar 
intervention program for his 2nd-
grade students. After reviewing 
the six RCTs, Bryan realized that 
some of the studies might not be 
applicable to his students. Both 
the Fagella-Luby, Schumaker, 
and Deschler (2007) study and 
the Dimino, Gersten, Carnine, 
and Blake (1990) study used 9th-grade students as 
participants. Although the principles of both studies 
might be pertinent to Bryan’s second graders, the fact 
that the participants were ninth graders posed a potential 
problem. Bryan could not assume that what worked for 
the study’s older participants would work for his students. 
A closer look at the specifics of the interventions revealed 
that they were incompatible with Bryan’s caseload because 
both interventions required reading and writing abilities 
that were more advanced than the skills of those students 
in Bryan’s group who still were learning to read.

The remaining four studies (Garner & Bochna, 2004; 
Paris & Paris, 2007; Short & Ryan 1984; Westerveld 
& Gullot, 2008) all used elementary students as their 
study participants. These studies appeared to Bryan 
to be more relevant to his second graders. However, 
a closer look at the Garner and Bochna (2004) study 
revealed some significant gaps in the reporting of the 
intervention program. For example, the frequency and 
duration of the control group’s intervention was unclear 
and Bryan wondered if what the researcher reported 
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about the control group really made the comparison with 
the treated group a fair one. In addition, the study did 
not report where the intervention took place (e.g., in the 
classroom, therapy room). This missing information was 
problematic for Bryan and he did not feel confident in 
interpreting the results for use with his caseload. 

Bryan then reviewed Short and Ryan (1984). Questions 
arose about the methodology used in this study. First, 
Bryan noticed a discrepancy among the number of 
participants reported throughout the study. Initially, 
Short and Ryan report that 42 less skilled readers make 
up the treatment groups but later in the report they refer 
only to 39 students. It is unclear what happened to the 
three missing students. In addition, the authors report 
using random assignment with the constraint that the 
three treatment groups be racially balanced. It is not 
explicitly stated how the authors ensure the groups are 
racially balanced. It seemed to Bryan that this procedure 
should not be called randomized due to these constraints 
in assignment. These discrepancies concerned Bryan. As 
in his review of the Garner and Bochna (2004) study, 

Bryan did not feel confident in 
interpreting the results of the 
Short and Ryan study  for use 
with his students. 

Bryan moved on to the Paris and 
Paris (2007) study. He learned 
that the study’s participants 
were first graders but that the 

intervention procedures were more complete than the 
procedures presented in the other studies and were 
described in detail. The authors provide extensive 
explanation of the intervention program, the narrative 
strategy instruction (NSI), and the comparison condition, 
along with all of the pre-testing and posttesting measures 
and results. The NSI consists of one unit taught twice 
each week for 5 weeks for a total of 10 lessons, each 45 
minutes long (total time ~ 450 minutes). Although the 
NSI lessons are taught in the classrooms using whole-
group instruction, Bryan felt that the frequency and 
duration of the intervention lessons could be duplicated 
in his therapy room with his target students.  

Bryan was particularly interested in the Paris and Paris 
(2007) study for two major reasons: (1) they reported 
significantly positive effects of their program for implicit 
comprehension (d=.43) and explicit comprehension 
(d=.70), and (2) the specifics of the NSI instructional 
program were laid out in the paper so that Bryan felt 
confident that he had enough information to duplicate the 

intervention with relative fidelity. The NSI intervention: 

• �uses picture books to teach students strategies for 
understanding story grammar; 

• �teaches students how to make inferences about story 
characters’ feelings and thoughts; 

• �teaches students how to make predictions and story 
inferences; and 

• �teaches students how to retell the story using 
summarization and sequencing skills. 

All of these tasks were part of the 2nd-grade curriculum 
for Bryan’s students and the state standards for reading 
instruction assessed in the Spring by his school and 
district. 

Bryan not only felt confident that he could duplicate the 
NSI intervention, he also believed that he had both the 
time and resources to do so. He concluded that with a 
little planning he would be able to use stories from his 
school’s library to teach his students the same strategies as 
described in the study. One of the main factors that Bryan 
considered is that he believed that a total instructional 
time of 450 minutes was a reasonable amount of time to 
realize the benefit to his students. 

He next reviewed Westerveld and Gillon (2008) and 
found it to be a high-quality research study that used 
similar intervention methods to the Paris and Paris 
study (2007) (i.e., teaching students specific story 
grammar components, using visual strategies to enhance 
comprehension). The study also reports significantly 
positive effects of their program for a story comprehension 
task (d=1.55) and a story comprehension probe (d= 1.89). 
Comparing Paris and Paris to Westerveld and Gillon 
(2008), Bryan noticed a large difference in the number 
of participants in each study (Paris & Paris: experimental 
group n=83, control group 
n=40; Westerveld & Gillon: 
experimental group n=5, control 
group n=5). As a rule of thumb, 
the greater the number of 
participants in a study, the more 
confident one can be in the 
generalization of the reported 
effects. For this reason, Bryan’s final decision was to use 
the NSI for five weeks and then evaluate the effectiveness 
of the program with his students. 

Bryan succeeded in his attempt to use current research 
evidence in his clinical decision-making but he is far 
from finished. He must continue to use evidence to 
guide his therapy. Just as the authors in the Paris and 
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Paris (2007) study did, Bryan decided to create similar 
pre-tests and posttests for the skills he will be teaching 
his students. He also will continue to use therapy data 
to gauge his students’ comprehension of his lessons and 
their performance throughout the NSI units. Since 
schoolwide standardized testing in both reading and 
math is conducted quarterly in Bryan’s school, he also has 
the opportunity to see if these therapy skills are indeed 
generalizing out of the therapy room.

Follow-up Questions
In spite of the fact that in our scenario Bryan has 
demonstrated one way to deal with research in an 
EBP context, we all need to recognize that there are 
limitations to Bryan’s evidence-based process. How will 
he know if any changes in his students’ behavior can 
be directly attributed to what he has done with them?  
Bryan’s students will be working on some of the very 
same skills in their classrooms that they are working on 
in the therapy room. If there is success, one could argue 

that it is due to the collaborative 
and duplicate nature of the 
intervention. However,  if the 
student fails, the cause may be 
difficult to determine. It could 
be because Bryan’s program was 
inappropriately delivered, or 
because the classroom teacher 
was inadequately trained, or 

due to any number of other reasons. The fact remains 
that ultimately Bryan must collaborate with the 
teachers at his school to ensure he is having an impact 
on his students’ academic performance. He will need to 
continually evaluate the intervention programs, assess 
student performance, and gauge the appropriateness of 
the intervention strategies for his students’ language and 
literacy development. 
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Table 1. Search Strategy 

Keyword(s)
Number of 

citations

Number of 
citations remaining 

after review Citations

story grammar 95 3 Swanson, Fey, Mills, & Hood, 2005; 
Ukrainetz, 1998; Hoggan & Strong, 1994

story retell 43 0*

story elements 28 1* McGregor, 2000

narrative intervention 14 0*

text structure 21 0*

text elements 4 0*

story comprehension 89 0*

narrative comprehension 25 0*

*Number of new citations not found in the previous searches
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Table 2. ERIC Search Strategy 

Keyword(s)
Number of 

citations

Number of 
citations remaining 

after review Citations

story grammar AND 
reading comprehension 
AND intervention

12 5

Westerveld & Gillon, 2008; Fagella-Luby, 
Schumaker, & Deschler, 2007; Dimino, 
Gersten, Carnine, & Blake, 1990;  
Short & Ryan, 1984

story retell AND reading 
comprehension AND 
intervention

3 0

story elements AND 
reading comprehension 
AND intervention

11 2 Paris & Paris, 2007; Garner & Bochna, 2004

narrative intervention 
AND reading 
comprehension AND 
intervention

32 0

text structure AND 
reading comprehension 
AND intervention

36 0

text elements AND 
reading comprehension 
AND intervention

5 0

story comprehension 
AND reading 
comprehension AND 
intervention

87 0

narrative comprehension 
AND reading 
comprehension AND 
intervention

32 0
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r c
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e c
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ra
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s r
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 b
as

ed
 o

n 
th

e 
ge

og
ra

ph
ic

al
 lo

ca
tio

n 
of

 th
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ra
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w
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e l
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 d
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e p
ro

vi
de

d 
in

 th
e 

fo
llo

w
in

g e
va

lu
at

io
n 

m
ea

su
re

s: 
N

ea
le

 A
na

ly
sis

 o
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C
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 F
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sio

n 
an

d 
Li

st
en

in
g 

C
om

pr
eh

en
sio

n 
an

al
ys

is 
at

 th
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e p
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 p
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.
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 d
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e m
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 re
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 C
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