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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Houghton Mifflin Harcourt’s (HMH’s) Into Reading Texas is a K-5 literacy curriculum designed to 

facilitate reading and writing outcomes through student self-actualized learning. The curriculum 

is differentiated by design and aims to foster a culture of learning and growth in the classroom. 

Into Reading Texas curriculum materials include high-quality, engaging text sets, small group 

lessons, teacher resources, routines, and tools, easy to interpret reports, program assessments 

aligned to TEKS, and materials to prepare students for the STAAR, as well as online professional 

support for teachers.  

 

STUDY DESIGN 

Cobblestone Applied Research & Evaluation, Inc. (Cobblestone) launched a quasi-experimental 

design (QED) study to investigate the potential impact of the Into Reading Texas curriculum on 

student reading test scores; however, the study was suspended in spring 2020 due to lack of 

available student test data related to the COVID-19 crisis. The design entailed comparing student 

scores on the Texas state assessment for treatment and control sites for the 2019 and 2020 

school years. The study was designed to meet Tier 2 (Moderate Evidence) of the Every Student 

Succeeds Act (ESSA).  

  

STUDY SAMPLE 

Using variables from a range of relevant data sources, the research team used propensity score 

matching to find appropriate matches of treatment (Into Reading Texas users) and control (non-

Into Reading Texas users) school sites across the state of Texas. After compiling a list of 404 

matched pairs in Grades 3 and 5 (202 treatment and 202 control), the research team confirmed 

each school’s Into Reading Texas usage via email and telephone in fall 2019. The final sample 

resulted in 106 matched treatment and control pairs.  

 

KEY FINDINGS & CONCLUSIONS 

To ensure the safety and welfare of students, teachers, and all school personnel in the wake of 

COVID-19, the state of Texas canceled the 2020 State of Texas Assessments of Academic 

Readiness (STAAR) testing. As a result, the present QED study was suspended and unable to 

address the key research question (Do schools using the Into Reading Texas program outperform 

similar-matched schools that use another program?). Based on the analysis of the 2019 STAAR 

pretest scores, the What Works Clearinghouse (WWC) baseline equivalence standard would be 

met if the baseline variable were to be included in the final analytical model. Although it was not 

feasible to complete this study, HMH has laid the research foundation to examine Into Reading 

Texas. It is anticipated that HMH will continue to research the potential impacts of the curriculum 

when standardized testing and in-person teaching resumes.   
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INTRODUCTION  

Literacy is the foundation of success in education and beyond. It is important that 

students develop into fluent readers and effective writers starting in the elementary grades.  

Literacy in the United States, however, is an ongoing concern. According to the National 

Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), fourth grade reading scores have remained stable 

since 2005 with only about a third of students showing proficiency in reading ability. In 2019, 

the scores dipped significantly by one point when compared to 2017 (National Center for 

Education Statistics (NCES), 2019). The gap between high and low performing students 

continues to increase and minority students continue to lag behind majority students in reading 

ability (NCES, 2019). The Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) compared the 

reading ability of several countries and the most recent assessment conducted in 2016 found 

that the U.S. is trailing many countries (Warner-Griffin, Liu, Tadler, Herget, & Dalton, 2017). Due 

to the foundational nature of reading to general educational outcomes, it is imperative that 

reading education improve in the U.S. Given this, the 2015 federal Every Student Succeeds Act 

(ESSA) aims to identify and promote education programs that show evidence of success. Four 

tiers of evidence are outlined; from least to most strict: Demonstrates a rationale (Tier 4), 

Promising evidence (Tier 3), Moderate evidence (Tier 2), and Strong evidence (Tier 1).  

Several elementary literacy interventions, often multiple years into implementation, 

have demonstrated success under the Tier 1 level of ESSA standards. Research on reading 

programs meeting ESSA Tier 1 has demonstrated that students served by these programs score 

higher on norm-referenced reading assessments than control groups, with effect sizes ranging 

from 0.14 to 0.17 (Evidence for ESSA, 2019; Wilkerson & Savoy, 2013). Given these research 

findings, it is important to investigate how students acquire and retain reading knowledge 

through Into Reading Texas in comparison to other, competitor programs. Before HMH can 

assess the impact of Into Reading Texas through a Tier 1 study, however, it is critical 

understand if students who use the program outperform similar students who do not use Into 

Reading Texas. 

 

Into Reading Texas Program Description 

HMH’s Into Reading Texas is a K-5 literacy curriculum designed to facilitate reading and 

writing outcomes through student self-actualized learning. The curriculum is differentiated by 

design and aims to foster a culture of learning and growth in the classroom. Into Reading Texas 

curriculum materials include high-quality, engaging text sets, small group lessons, teacher 

resources, routines, and tools, easy to interpret reports, program assessments aligned to TEKS, and 

materials to prepare students for the STAAR, as well as online professional support for teachers. 

The program, released for the 2019-20 school year, supports both student and teacher 

experience in the classroom. 
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Student Experience 

• Reading: Students have access to a large library of culturally-relevant and ethnically 

diverse texts to build cross-disciplinary knowledge, including Rigby Leveled Readers and 

trade books. Notice and Note guides direct students to the identification of key 

signposts to interpret texts for meaning. 

• Writing: The Writers Notebook teaches students writing conventions through analysis, 

genre exploration, and a visual format for organizing their thoughts.  

• Integrated Instruction: Reading and writing lessons are implemented in tandem. Books 

are used as a springboard for writing and discussion. 

• Scaffolding: Students receive initial support and practice that prepares them to become 

independent learners. 

• Differentiation: Lesson plans are customizable to provide appropriate support for each 

student. 

 

Teacher Experience 

• Instructional Support: A fully integrated online platform allows teachers to plan, teach, 

assess, and differentiate instruction. Small-group routines, scaffolds, and strategies for 

English learners are provided. 

• Professional Support: Getting Started courses and online coaching videos provide 

information on teaching strategies and techniques.  
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RESEARCH STUDY PURPOSE, DESIGN, & SAMPLE 

 

Study Purpose 

Cobblestone Applied Research & Evaluation, Inc. (Cobblestone) launched a quasi-experimental 

design (QED) study to determine the potential impact of the Into Reading Texas program on 

student reading outcomes. This QED was designed to compare state reading scores from 

treatment schools (Into Reading Texas users) to well-matched control schools (non-Into 

Reading Texas users) across multiple districts in the state of Texas. This QED was designed to 

meet Tier 2 of the ESSA tiers of evidence, Moderate Evidence. The study was designed to 

answer one key research question:  

Planned Study Design  

To meet ESSA’s Tier 2 level of evidence (Moderate Evidence), studies must include the 

following1: 

• Meet WWC standards with or without reservations 

• Include at least 350 students 

• Include at least two education sites 

• Demonstrate a statistically significant positive effect  

 

To meet these requirements, the QED study included schools across the state of Texas.  

This state was selected because of the large number of schools/districts who purchased the 

curriculum for use in the 2019-20 school year and on HMH’s internal priorities. These schools 

were included in the treatment group, while schools who did not purchase the curriculum were 

included in the comparison group. It should be noted that schools were not randomly assigned 

to conditions, but rather selected based on their purchase and confirmed usage of the Into 

Reading Texas program. 

To detect potential effects of the Into Reading Texas program, a power analysis 

determined that at least 100 schools (50 treatment and 50 control) were necessary to detect at 

least a medium effect size (.10). To bolster results and prepare for possible attrition, the 

research team increased the initial sample goal to 200 schools (100 treatment and 100 control). 

In fall 2019, the research team verified Into Reding usage with each site in the sample and 

planned to re-confirm usage for treatment sites in spring 2020. Once usage was verified, 

 
1 https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/essa 

Do schools using the Into Reading Texas program  

outperform similar-matched schools that use another program? 

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/essa
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student reading scores in Grades 4 and 5 on the State of Texas Assessments of Academic 

Readiness (STAAR) test from 2020 were to serve as the outcome measure for this study.   

 

Updated Study Design  

To ensure the safety and welfare of students, teachers, and all school personnel in the 

wake of COVID-19, the state of Texas canceled 2020 STAAR testing. As a result, the present QED 

study was suspended and, therefore, unable to address the main research question. Changes to 

the study and suspended research activities can be found in Figure 1. Most notably, the spring 

site verification process and 2020 STAAR data collection and analysis were canceled. As such, 

this final report, originally to be submitted to HMH in October 2020, was modified to describe 

the research process and efforts untaken to date.  

 

Figure 1. QED Design: Planned & Suspended Activities 

 
 

Propensity Score Matching 

To determine the QED sample, the research team began with HMH sales data to 

determine which districts in Texas had purchased Into Reading Texas and intended to use the 

curriculum during the 2019–20 school year. To obtain the variables and information needed to 

conduct the propensity score matching process, sales data were combined with information 

from other publicly-available data sources. These sources included Market Data Retrieval 

(MDR) data purchased by HMH, Texas Education Agency (TEA) data, and information from the 

National Center for Education Statistics (NCES). In combination, these variables were used to 

create propensity scores for each school.  
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Propensity scores were in part used to select an appropriate matched control group. 

Propensity score matching is a technique used to balance meaningful covariates across 

treatment and control groups (Rosenbaum & Rubin, 1985). It is essential to ensure that 

covariates of treatment and control schools are balanced because having a larger proportion of 

schools with a particular covariate in one group could influence the overall results of the 

analysis. Thus, propensity score matching was used to match control schools to the treatment 

schools based on available demographic information (i.e., socioeconomic status based on 

average family income and percentage of students with financial need, percentage of white and 

Hispanic/Latino students, and percentage of students who are English Language Learners, as 

well as neighborhood lifestyle, type of community, and average scores on standardized tests.  

Through this process, 657 treatment schools were matched with 657 control schools. 

After matching, the research team selected the 404 (202 treatment and 202 control) schools 

that represented that best matches; that is, that had the smallest differences between their 

propensity scores. Chi-square tests and ANOVAs were also run to assess the balance of 

covariates after matching. No significant differences were found across the treatment and 

control schools for any of the matching criteria. As such, selecting the schools that provided the 

best matches helped to ensure that the groups were as equivalent as possible at baseline, 

meeting ESSA Tier 2 requirements. For additional information on the propensity score matching 

process, please see Appendix A.  

 

 

Site Verification 

Although the QED sample was initially based on HMH Into Reading Texas sales data, the 

research team deemed it necessary to verify that each site was using (or not using) the 

curriculum as planned. The original plan included verification of reading programs for both 

treatment and control sites in fall 2019, and only treatment confirmation in spring 2020. Due to 

study modifications because of COVID-19, only the fall site verification process occurred.  

 In fall 2019, each school in the sample (both treatment and control), was contacted at 

least five times via email and telephone to verify their 2019-20 reading program. Of the original 

202 matched pairs of treatment and control schools, 96 matches were removed from the final 

sample through the verification process. These matches were removed for a variety of reasons, 

such as schools declining to participate to the verification process, or sites switching conditions 

(e.g., the district bought Into Reading Texas and decided to not implement the curriculum). 

Through this process, 106 matched treatment and control site pairs (212 schools) were verified 

in fall 2019, surpassing the requirement of 50 matched pairs (100 schools) to detect a medium 

effect of at least .10.  
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Study Modification 

Original Design: To confirm that all treatment schools used Into Reading Texas throughout 

the school year, the research team planned to conduct a second round of site verification 

(with treatment schools only) in spring 2020. This process was designed to ensure the 

accuracy of the sample.  

 

Modification: Spring site verification was suspended due to the COVID-19 pandemic.  
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BASELINE EQUIVILANCE ANALYSIS  

 

To assess the impact of the program on student reading achievement, the research 

team sought to compare treatment and control school-level scores on the STAAR reading 

assessment. The STAAR assessments assign students one of four proficiency levels: 1) Did Not 

Meet Grade Level Performance, 2) Approaches Grade Level Performance, 3) Meets Grade Level 

Performance, and 4) Masters Grade Level Performance. For the purpose of this analysis, the 

first two (Did Not Meet and Approaches Grade Level Performance) were classified as “Did Not 

Pass” while the latter two (Meets and Masters Grade Level Performance) were classified as 

“Pass”. Across those 212 sites, school-level STAAR scores for 18,173 Grade 3 students and 

20,762 Grade 5 students were analyzed.  

 Per the WWC standards, baseline 

STAAR scores (2018–19 school year) were 

assessed to ensure that the treatment and 

control groups were equivalent prior to using 

Into Reading Texas. WWC guidelines for 

assessing equivalence are based on absolute 

effect sizes, not statistical significance. To 

ensure that the analyses met WWC 

standards, the research team compared the 

effect size of the differences in pretest STAAR 

scores (2018–19) between treatment and 

control to the WWC baseline equivalence 

thresholds. For the indicator of interest, if the 

effect size (Hedge’s g) of the mean difference 

between treatment and control variables is less than 0.05, it is considered to have met the 

standard for baseline equivalence. If the effect size is greater than 0.05 standard deviations but 

less than 0.25 standard deviations, the baseline equivalence standard is met when the baseline 

measure is included in the final analytical model that assesses the relationship between 

condition and outcomes. The purpose of this is to control for differences between conditions at 

baseline. If the effect size is greater than 0.25, the baseline equivalence standard is not met. 

Grade 3 

A total of 106 treatment schools and 106 comparison schools with valid test score data 

were included in the baseline equivalence analysis. A t-test comparing conditions on the mean 

percent of students passing the 2018-19 STAAR reading assessment had an effect size of 0.14 

(see Table 1). This means the baseline equivalence standard would be met if the baseline 

variable (2018-19 STAAR score) was included in the final analytical model. 

404 Matched 
Schools

106 Treatment 
Schools

Grade 3: 
9,154 students

Grade 5: 
10,493 students

106 Control 
Schools

Grade 3: 
9,019 students

Grade 5: 
10,269 students

Site Verification
212 Matched 

Schools
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Table 1. Baseline Equivalence Results for Grade Three, 2018-19 STAAR Scores 

Mean %  

Passed (SD)                    

Mean %  

Did Not Pass (SD) 
Hedges g 

Treatment 

Schools                           

Comparison 

Schools  

Treatment 

Schools                           

Comparison 

Schools  

 

38.7 (10.0) 40.1 (10.0) 61.3 (10.0) 59.9 (10.0) 0.14 

 

Grade 5 

A total of 106 treatment schools and 106 comparison schools with valid test score data 

were included in the baseline equivalence analysis. A t-test comparing conditions on the mean 

percent of students passing the 2018-19 STAAR reading assessment had an effect size of 0.18  

(see Table 2). This means the baseline equivalence standard would be met if the baseline 

variable (2018-19 STAAR score) was included in the final analytical model.  

 

Table 2. Baseline Equivalence Results for Grade Five, 2018-19 STAAR Scores 

Mean %  

Passed (SD)                    

Mean %  

Did Not Pass (SD) 
Hedges g 

Treatment 

Schools                           

Comparison 

Schools  

Treatment 

Schools                           

Comparison 

Schools  

42.7 (9.7) 44.4 (9.1) 57.3 (9.7) 55.6 (9.1) 0.18 

 

Based on the analysis of the 2019 STAAR pretest scores, the WWC baseline equivalence 

standard was met if the baseline variable were to be included in the final analytical model 

assessing outcomes. Although this analysis could not be conducted due to study modifications 

as a result of COVID-19, the design of the study was sufficient to meet ESA Tier 2 standards, 

pending a significant difference in the posttest variable of interest (2020 STAAR scores) for 

treatment and control sites. 

  

Study Modification 

Original Design: To determine the potential impact of the Into Reading Texas curriculum on 

student reading comprehension, the research team planned to use the 2020 STAAR test 

scores as the posttest outcome variable.  

 

Modification: In the wake of COVID-19, the state of Texas canceled 2020 STAAR testing. As a 

result, the research team was unable to collect and assess differences between treatment 

and control schools for the posttest outcome variable.  
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CONCLUSIONS & NEXT STEPS  

 

The Into Reading Texas QED was designed to determine the potential impact of the Into 

Reading Texas program on student reading outcomes. Through propensity score matching, the 

research team designed a study that aimed to meet the ESSA Tier 2 standards (i.e.,  Meet WWC 

standards with or without reservations; Include at least 350 students; Include at least two 

education sites; and Demonstrate a statistically significant positive effect). Based on the analysis 

of the aggregate 2019 STAAR pretest scores of 70,359 students across 212 school sites, the WWC 

baseline equivalence standard was met if the baseline variable were to be included in the final 

analytical model. As such, the design of the study was sufficient to meet ESSA Tier 2 standards, 

pending a significant difference in the posttest variable of interest (2020 STAAR scores) for 

treatment and control sites. Due to the unprecedented COVID-19 pandemic, however, Texas 

canceled STAAR testing, necessitating the suspension of the study.  

Although it was not feasible to conclude the present QED study, HMH has laid the 

research foundation to examine Into Reading Texas. It is anticipated that HMH will continue to 

research the potential impacts of the curriculum when standardized testing and in-person 

teaching resumes. Based on the completed research, the research team provides the following 

recommendations for future studies aiming to meet ESSA standards. 
 

Site 

Verification 

While the initial sample was based on internal HMH sales data, the site verification 

process revealed that at least 21 of the 202 treatment schools (approximately 10%) that 

had purchased Into Reading Texas did not implement the curriculum in the 2019–20 

school year as intended. As a result, at least 42 schools were removed from the study 

sample as being misidentified. Furthermore, at least one matched pair switched 

conditions during site verification (the school classified as treatment did not implement 

Into Reading Texas, while the school classified as control did implement the curriculum). 

This condition switch is likely due to the ‘control’ site purchasing the curriculum during 

late summer, after the research team received sales data. 
  

Over 

Sampling 

As previously noted, 96 of the 404 sites were removed from the sample through the site 

verification process. It is likely that additional sites would have been removed from the 

sample if the spring verification process had occurred as planned. Although the power 

analysis determined that only 100 schools were necessary to include in the sample to 

detect a medium effect, the research team relied on oversampling to ensure that this 

goal was met.   
  

Curriculum 

Start 

In the present study, all treatment sites began implementing Into Reading Texas during 

the 2019 -20 school year. In future studies, however, it is recommended that curriculum 

start date be included in both the propensity score matching and site verification 

processes. This will ensure that schools on the same timeline are appropriately 

compared.  
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APPENDIX A. PROPSENSITY SCORE MATCHING 

PROCEDURE 

 

Propensity scores were used in part to select an appropriate matched control group. 

Propensity score matching is a technique used to balance meaningful covariates across 

treatment and control groups (Rosenbaum & Rubin, 1985). It is essential to ensure that 

covariates of treatment and control schools are balanced because having a larger proportion of 

schools with a particular covariate in one group could influence the overall results of the 

analysis. Thus, propensity score matching was used to match control schools to the treatment 

schools based on available demographic information (i.e., socioeconomic status based on 

average family income and percentage of students with financial need; percentage of white and 

Hispanic/Latino students;  percentage of students who are classified as English Language 

Learners;  neighborhood lifestyle; type of community; and average scores on standardized 

tests: reading for grades 3, 4, and 5, and grade 4 writing). It should be noted that, as both 

neighborhood lifestyle and community type were categorical variables, they were set to require 

an exact match in the procedure. 

There were 3,432 schools in Texas (1,708 treatment schools and 1,724 control schools) 

with data from HMH, MDR, TEA, and NCES. However, some schools were missing data on the 

matching variables and were removed from the analysis. This left the procedure with 3,011 

possible schools identified (1,499 treatment schools and 1,512 control schools). Propensity 

score matching was conducted using the Propensity Score Matching for SPSS custom dialog 

(version 3.0; Thoemmes, 2011). This custom dialog uses logistic regression as the estimation 

algorithm and uses nearest neighbor as the matching algorithm. Each treatment school was 

hoped to be matched to a control school. A caliper width of 0.2 standard deviations of the logit 

of the propensity score was set to exclude bad matches (Austin, 2010). Balance statistics 

produced by the SPSS custom dialog and chi-square tests of group differences were used to 

assess the balance of covariates across matched treatment and control schools. 

It should be noted that, for the best possible outcomes for propensity score matching, a 

much larger pool of control schools should be present to match from. However, as the research 

team planned to narrow the results down to 400 schools (200 treatment schools and 200 

control schools), it was deemed appropriate to attempt to match the entire sample. 

Using the custom dialog, 657 treatment schools were matched with 657 control schools. 

After matching, the balance of all observed covariates was examined, interactions among all 

covariates, and quadratic terms of covariates. The research team then selected the 404 (202 

treatment and 202 control) schools that represented that best matches; that is, that had the 

smallest differences between their propensity scores. Differences in propensity scores in each 

matched pair ranged from .0000 to .0111 in this sample. Chi-square tests and ANOVAs were 
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also run to assess the balance of covariates after matching. No significant differences were 

found across the treatment and control schools for any of the matching criteria. Although this is 

not a standard procedure, it was anticipated that many of these schools would not be included 

in the final sample. As such, selecting the schools that provided the best matches helped to 

ensure that the groups were as equivalent as possible at baseline, meeting ESSA Tier 2 

requirements. The table below outlines the student demographic characteristics of the schools 

included in the sample. 

 

Grade 3  5 Total 

Condition & Number of Students  
Tx 

9,154 

Ctrl 

9,019 

 Tx 

10,493 

Ctrl 

10,269 
38,935 

Gender 
Male 51% 52%  50% 51% 51% 

Female 49% 48%  50% 49% 49% 

 

Ethnicity 

Hispanic/Latino 44% 37%  47% 40% 42% 

Caucasian 27% 33%  25% 31% 29% 

African 

American/Black 
18% 17% 

 
17% 16% 17% 

Asian/Pacific 

Islander 
7% 9% 

 
7% 8% 8% 

American 

Indian/Alaskan 
< 1% 0% 

 
< 1% < 1% < 1% 

 Other 4% 4%  3% 5% 4% 

ELL Status 
ELL 9% 11%  8% 9% 9% 

Not ELL 91% 89%  92% 91% 10% 

SES Status 
Eligible for Free/ 

Reduced lunch 
58% 52% 

 
60% 53% 56% 

 
Not eligible for 

Free/Reduced lunch 
42% 48% 

 
40% 47% 44% 

SPED Status SPED 11% 11%  10% 10% 10% 

Not SPED 89% 89%  90% 90% 90% 

Gifted/Talented 

Status 

Gifted/Talented 10% 9%  12% 11% 11% 

Not Gifted/Talented 90% 91%  88% 89% 89% 
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