Reading Recovery 20 years down the track: Looking forward, looking back

Meree Reynolds!, Kevin Wheldall!

' Macquarie University Special Education Centre, Macquarie University,, Sydney, New South

Wales, Australia.

The following is the post-print version of an article that has been peer reviewed and accepted
for publication. It was published by Wiley Online Library on 11 May 2007. Full reference

details are below.

Reynolds, M., & Wheldall, K. (2007). Reading Recovery 20 years down the track: Looking
forward, looking back. International Journal of Disability, Development and

Education, 54(2), 199-223. https://doi.org/10.1080/10349120701330503




Abstract
Reading Recovery is an intensive literacy programme designed for young students who have
been identified as being at-risk of reading failure after 1 year of schooling. The intervention
was developed and trialled in New Zealand over 20 years ago and is now implemented in a
number of education systems. The focus of this article is on recent research into the
operationalisation of the programme with an overview of what it has done well and what it
has not done so well. Reading Recovery has been very successful in bringing about change
on the political and teacher training levels. In terms of efficacy in remediating literacy
difficulties, however, the findings are more equivocal. What we have learned from Reading
Recovery may assist in the implementation of new interventions based on more contemporary

research.



Reading Recovery 20 years down the track: Looking forward, looking back
Introduction
Reading Recovery (RR), an early literacy preventative programme for at-risk students after 1
year of schooling, has been widely reported to be an effective intervention (Askew & Frasier,
1997; Johnston & Allington, 1991; Lyons, 1997; Pinnell, Lyons, DeFord, Bryk, & Seltzer,
1994; Reutzel, 1999; Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998). Its goal is to assist the lowest
performing students in a school system after 1 year of schooling to improve to the average
reading level of their peers within 12-20 weeks of intensive individual instruction (Clay,
1987), and, consequently, to reduce considerably the number of students requiring remedial
and special education support in later years (Clay; Lyons).

Developed by Dame Marie Clay in New Zealand in the 1970s, RR has been
implemented there as a system intervention for over 20 years. It has also been adopted by
school systems in the United States (U.S.), Canada, Great Britain, and Australia for periods
of between 10 and 20 years. It has been so successful in its breadth of implementation that, in
the U.S. alone, more than 1.4 million students have been involved in the programme during
20 years of implementation (Reading Recovery Council of North America, 2004a).

As implementation of an educational intervention over a period of 20 years is a rare
occurrence, it could be said that RR has achieved remarkable longevity. This raises the
question of why, when educational innovations typically come and go relatively quickly, is
RR still being implemented in many school systems? Is RR still being implemented because
the targeted students are so successful? Is it still being implemented because it has proven
cost benefits to an education system?

The programme has attracted considerable attention over the past two decades and
there is a significant amount of data now available from evaluations. While many are very

supportive of the programme and are enthusiastic about its merits (Askew et al., 2003; Lyons,



1997; Pinnell et al., 1994; Swartz & Klein, 1997), there have been a number of studies and
articles that question whether the programme is as effective as it is claimed to be (Center,
Wheldall, Freeman, Outhred, & McNaught, 1995; Shanahan & Barr, 1995). Others suggest
that, as there are methodological weaknesses in much of the research, it is hard to draw
conclusions about its effectiveness (Hiebert, 1994; Shanahan & Barr).

RR is designed for implementation within an education system. Clay suggests that
there are four “dimensions” of change that need to be in place to facilitate its implementation
within a system: “behavioural change on the part of teachers; child behaviour change
achieved by teaching; organisational changes in schools achieved by teachers and
administrators; and social/political changes in funding by controlling authorities” (Clay,
1987, p. 36).

This literature review will look back at the implementation of RR, focusing on data
and recent research findings from studies in the past 15 years about the implementation and
operationalisation of the RR programme in various school systems. This time period
represents the time that has elapsed since Center, Wheldall, and Freeman (1992) completed a
review of findings about RR. The current review will provide information about research
studies and data pertaining to RR that have been published from 1992 to the present to
determine whether there are common findings and trends. In addition, this article will focus
on the four levels of implementation that Clay (1987) suggests must be in place in order to
identify reasons for the longevity of the programme. The review will also look forward,
drawing implications for future research and implementation of preventative programmes.
The Reading Recovery Programme

The RR programme provides intensive, one-to-one, daily tutoring for young children
who are identified as being at-risk of having literacy difficulties after having received a full

year of schooling. Students who are targeted for RR are the lowest Literacy Achievement



(Clay, 1993a), which has six components: a running record on text reading, letter
identification, dictation, concepts about print, sight words, and writing vocabulary.

In each 30-min daily session a trained RR teacher carries out a number of set activities
that are related to texts selected for the student’s reading level. These activities are re-reading
one or more previously introduced texts, identifying letters and words, writing a story,
hearing and writing sounds in words, cutting the story up and then reassembling and reading
it, introducing a new book, and reading the new text (Clay, 1993b).

Students are discontinued from the programme when they are able to read texts that
an average reader in the child’s class can read, can write several sentences (Clay, 1993b), and
are “predicted to make progress without further individual instruction” (Lyons, 2003, p. 219).
Thus, the length of the programme varies from student to student, usually taking between 12
and 16 weeks (Kerslake, 1999).

RR was designed as a secondary intervention programme that follows a primary
prevention programme in which there is quality literacy teaching in the first year of schooling
(Askew et al., 2003). The focus of the teaching programme is for targeted students to
“accelerate” and make sufficient progress so that they catch up with the average student in
the class.

Implementation within a System

RR has been promoted as a system intervention that is effective in reducing the
demand for special education and remedial programmes in later years (Askew et al., 2003). In
a school system, between 10% and 20% of Year 1 students may be at-risk and, therefore, may
benefit from RR intervention (Shanahan & Barr, 1995). Clay summed up the potential of the
programme in saying that, once the programme was established, students in the programme
would no longer need intervention except “for the 1-2% of children who cannot be

discontinued and special education groups” (Clay, 1998, p. 19). The programme’s



effectiveness as a system intervention, therefore, can be determined by searching for evidence
that the demand for tertiary support services has lessened as RR has reached full
implementation in a system.

The programme relies on knowledgeable, experienced, and well-trained teachers who
interact with students using RR techniques with the aim that students acquire strategies for
self-improvement and monitoring their own reading behaviour (Reynolds, 1993). The
training programme and on-going professional development for teachers and teacher trainers
are key components of the programme and are primarily based on Clay’s publications and
those of key RR personnel.

Schools have to make organisational changes to accommodate the programme.
Depending upon the school system, this may mean providing additional funding, or teaching
spaces and resources, rearranging staffing, and providing additional teacher time for
assessment and monitoring. This is a condition of schools being involved in the programme
(Clay, 1987).

RR is relatively costly compared with other interventions (Groff, n.d.; Hiebert, 1994;
Shanahan & Barr, 1995). For example, Hiebert calculated that, at 1994 costs, the cost per
successful student could be more than US$8,000 (equivalent to approximately $SAU11,000).
In 2003, the cost per RR student was calculated at AU$9,088 (equivalent to US$6,603) in the
state of New South Wales (NSW) in Australia (NSW Department of Education and Training,
2003). While some individual schools may have funds to cover the cost of the teacher’s
salary and books, system funding is usually required for the salary of the tutors or teacher
trainers, the establishment of training facilities, and, in some systems, salaries of the RR
teachers.

RR requires a commitment from a system, a school district, or a government or

government body for funding to be allocated. This commitment is the product of a belief that



the programme is worth the cost: that it is so effective it will reduce the demand on costly
special education and remedial services in later years.

RR administrators gather data on every student in the programme in a school system.
This is used to monitor the effectiveness of the teaching programme for children by looking
at the number and percentage of students who are discontinued. As RR has been established
as a system intervention for over 10 years in several countries, there is now a significant
amount of data available to measure the success of the teaching programme using RR’s
monitoring mechanism and other available system data.

Reading Recovery in New Zealand

RR was developed and trialled in New Zealand in the 1970s. The programme was
designed to operate in New Zealand schools, and its procedures and teaching strategies are
aligned with the literacy curriculum and the predominantly whole-language approach that is
used in schools throughout the country (Tunmer & Chapman, 2003). Field trials, replications,
and follow-up studies conducted by Clay showed that students who were successfully
discontinued had demonstrated accelerated progress (Clay, 1993b). Subsequently, the
programme was expanded in 1980/81, and in 1983 it was supported as a national programme
with implementation in each administrative district. From the mid-1980s to the mid-1990s
RR grew rapidly, and a system of collection and monitoring of national data was initiated in
1984.

National data for 1984-2003 show that approximately 60% of all students who
entered RR were discontinued during the year they started in the programme (Anand &
Bennie, 2004, 2005; Cosgrave, Bennie, & Kerslake, 2002; Kerslake, 1999, 2000, 2001). A
further 23-25% of students were responding to the programme at the end of a school year and
were carried over into the next year. According to the New Zealand monitoring reports, 84—

87% of RR students each year have successfully completed the programme. Approximately



8% each year were referred for additional services, while 5-6% moved schools and did not
complete the programme. Another 1-2% of students were unable to continue because of other
factors such as the RR teacher moving and not being replaced (Anand & Bennie, 2004, 2005;
Cosgrave et al., 2002; Kerslake, 1999, 2000, 2001).

Recent reports suggest that students who enter the programme with the lowest literacy
levels may not be as likely to benefit from the programme as students with higher entry
levels. RR monitoring reports for 2002 and 2003 provide data on students’ entry levels on
three measures used in the Observation Survey of Early Literacy Achievement (Clay, 1993a):
RR text level, the Burt Word Reading Test (Gilmore, Croft, & Reid, 1981), and writing
vocabulary and student outcomes (Anand & Bennie, 2004, 2005). Anand and Bennie stated
that a student’s initial entry-level results are “suggestive, but not predictive of, the likelihood
of the student requiring referral” (2005, p. 14). They reported that the “average reading scores
for the students, who eventually required referrals, were typically half the scores of students
who successfully completed RR” (Anand & Bennie, 2004, p. 14). In addition, the students
who were referred spent much longer in the programme, averaging 87 sessions in 2002 and
90 sessions in the programme in 2003 (Anand & Bennie, 2005). In 2002 this was 11 sessions
more than those who were discontinued, and 13 sessions more in 2003. Students who were
referred in 2002 typically made 64% of the gain of the successful students (Anand & Bennie,
2004) and those referred in 2003 averaged 66% of the gain of their discontinued peers
(Anand & Bennie, 2005).

Reading Recovery in the United States

RR was introduced in the U.S. in 1984 in Columbus, Ohio (Lyons & Beaver, 1995).
The programme spread rapidly and, by 1994, 47 states were implementing the RR
programme (Lyons & Beaver). RR has been extremely successful in implementation in the
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one intervention currently in use in schools in the U.S.” (Elbaum, Vaughn, Hughes, &
Moody, 2000, p. 606).

Despite the fact that evaluation data have been gathered for all students who have
participated in the programme in the U.S., there is controversy about the interpretation of the
data and the validity of the findings (Schwartz, 2005). Most “in-house” evaluation reports
focus on the percentage of students who completed a full programme and who were
discontinued. This percentage appears to be consistently around 80%, with Lyons (2003)
reporting a discontinuation rate of 81% of students nationwide from 1984 to 1997 and, more
recently, Gomez-Bellenge, Rodgers, and Schulz (2005) indicating that the national
discontinuation rate for 2003 to 2004 was 76%.

Other evaluations focus on the percentage of students who started the programme
rather than those who were discontinued. Lyons (2003), in reporting on trends shown in data
collected over a decade, summarised RR’s success as follows: “if we consider all students
served, even for one day, 60% met the stringent exit criteria for success” (p. 218). Gomez-
Bellenge et al. (2005) reported that, in 2003/04, 59% of all students served in RR
programmes in the U.S. were discontinued, while another 18% of students who completed a
full programme were recommended for additional services. These percentages are in line
with Shanahan and Barr’s (1995) calculation of 62% who were successfully discontinued
from all children served in the U.S. at that time. Esposito (2004) reported on an internal
evaluation of RR implementation over a 15-year period in the Madison, Wisconsin school
district. Over this period, only 57% of students in the programme were successfully
discontinued. In 2003/04, 48% of the students (159 out of 305) in the programme were
successfully discontinued. Analysis of the results of over 600 first-grade students in Durham,
North Carolina, from the 1998/99 school year indicated that 40% did not successfully

complete the programme (Haenn, 2000). Overall 43.3% of students were successfully



discontinued, 30% were referred, 23% had incomplete programmes but were likely to
complete the programme, 3.3% had moved, and 1% did not complete for other reasons.

Grossen, Coulter, and Ruggles (1997) suggested that success rates do not take into
account the number of children who were eligible but were never served. For example, in an
evaluation in Ohio, it was estimated that this group represented 19% of the students who were
eligible for RR. Grossen et al. then calculated that “if the 19% who were never served are
included, the success rate drops to 51%” (1997, p. 13).
Reading Recovery in England

RR began in England in 1990 with one tutor working in schools in Surrey
(Hobsbaum, 1997). In 1992 a national pilot project was funded until 1995. The programme
expanded quickly with the establishment of a national coordination network to monitor and
coordinate the programme (Hobsbaum). Data from students in the programme in 1994
indicated that the programme was successful in raising children’s levels of literacy, although
only 70% of students who received a full programme were successfully discontinued, with
30% of students being referred for additional support (Hobsbaum). However, when
calculated as a percentage of all students in the programme (i.e., including students who left
the school or had incomplete programmes), the success rate was only 47%.
Reading Recovery in Australia

RR was introduced into the state of Victoria in 1984, implemented widely across that
state, and has been introduced into all other states in Australia. The extent of coverage of the
programme has varied from state to state, with the majority of research reports and data about
the programme emanating from the states of Victoria and NSW.

In 2003, over 8,000 students (18.7% of the Year 1 cohort) participated in RR
programmes in Victorian state schools (Victorian Department of Education and Training,
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$145 million allocated for the programme from 1999 to 2003 (Auditor General, Victoria,
2003). System data for 2003 indicate that 90.2% of students who completed the programme
were successfully discontinued, 6.4% were recommended for further support, and 3.4% had
an incomplete series of lessons (Victorian Department of Education and Training).

The Auditor General, Victoria (2003) investigated the effectiveness of RR in state
schools in Victoria, tracking 42% and 50% of the students in the programme in 1999 and
2000 through to state testing in their respective Year 3. The results showed that neither group
of students achieved as well as students who had not participated in the RR programme, even
though programme-specific data indicated that the students did have improved reading
proficiency (Auditor General, Victoria). A separate evaluation of literacy programmes in
Catholic schools in Victoria found that RR students made gains similar to their peers while
they were in the programme, but that these gains disappeared within 12 months (Ainley,
Fleming, & McGregor, 2002).

In 1990, the NSW state education system officially began a RR pilot programme. The
RR programme in NSW was subsequently extended with the commencement of a tutor
training programme and with the allocation of greater levels of state funding. By the end of
2003 more than 2,100 teachers had undertaken RR teacher training, and there were 28 tutors
working in the system (NSW Department of Education and Training, 2003). In 2004, RR was
used in 837 schools by 920 teachers at a cost of AUD $29.2 million (NSW Department of
Education and Training, 2004).

The NSW Department of Education and Training has published data about the
outcomes of the state’s RR programme in government schools in its Annual Reports. The
report for 2003 indicated that 70% of the RR students who were discontinued in 2001
“demonstrated expected levels of achievement or higher (were in Bands 2 or higher)” in the
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Education and Training, 2003, p. 9). Results of this statewide assessment are reported in five
bands of achievement, with Band 1 being the lowest. The percentage of RR students
achieving at Band 2 or higher in the 2003 assessment was slightly lower than reported for
previous years; 76% in 1999, 74% in 2000, 72% in 2001, and 75% in 2002. On the surface
this appears to indicate that the programme is effective, but closer inspection and analysis
shows that the programme is not as effective in NSW schools as it is claimed.

When compared with state averages for all students, it is obvious that the majority of
the ex-RR students did not achieve state averages or higher as a group. The average levels for
all students who sat the Year 3 BST in 2003 was at least Band 3, as only 28% of students
were in Bands 1 and 2 in 2003, 28% in Band 3, and 44% in Bands 4 and 5 (NSW Department
of Education and Training, 2003). In comparison, 64% of ex-RR students were in Bands 1
and 2 in 2003. The data for 1999-2003 are relatively consistent in showing that
approximately only one in three ex-RR students achieved state-average levels for literacy in
Year 3. Thus it cannot be claimed that RR has achieved its goal of returning students to the
average levels of the class and providing them with a self-improving system that will
maintain their accelerated rate of progress.

In its 2004 Annual Report, the NSW Department of Education and Training (2004)
used a slightly different type of reporting in which it presented the percentage of successful
RR students who reached the minimum literacy standard; that is, performance at Band 2
level, or higher, in the Year 3 BST, and at Band 3 or higher in the Year 5 BST. For Year 3
students this percentage was 77.4%, in comparison with 89.2% of the full Year 3 cohort who
achieved Band 2 or higher. The percentage of Year 5 students was 84.7%, in comparison with
93.1% of the full cohort. These figures indicate that some successful RR students do not

retain gains made in the programme.



The NSW Department of Education and Training’s (2003) Annual Report also
provides information about maintenance levels of ex-RR students in Year 5. It reported that
86% of Year 5 students who were discontinued from the RR programme in 1999
“demonstrated expected levels of achievement or higher (Band 3 or higher) in the BST
literacy test in 2003 compared to 88% in 2002” (NSW Department of Education and
Training, 2003, p. 9). The results of this assessment are reported in six bands, with Band 1
being the lowest. The average level for all students who sat the Year 5 BST in 2003,
however, would be above Band 3 as there were only 19% of students in Bands 1, 2, and 3. In
comparison, 43% of ex-RR students were in Bands 1, 2, and 3 in the Year 5 tests. Again, it
has been demonstrated that the majority of ex-RR students did not retain gains made in the
programme.

Looking Back Across Systems

From RR’s data and system data from implementation in four countries it appears that
RR has spread rapidly in school systems and has short-term effects for the many students
who are successfully discontinued. System data that look at long-term effects, however,
indicate that short-term gains dissipate over time.

In the systems investigated in the present review, the percentage of RR students who
complete a full programme who are discontinued is around 70—-80% —except for New
Zealand and the state of Victoria in Australia, where the percentage (from in-house
evaluations) is reported to be between 84% and 90%. When success is calculated as the
percentage of students who start the programme who are discontinued, all systems except
New Zealand have success rates between 48% and 65%, while in New Zealand this
percentage is reported to be 84—-87%.

Comparisons of levels of student change across systems are difficult to make because
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example, students with incomplete programmes at the end of Year 1 usually do not continue
the programme the next year in school systems in the United States, yet in New Zealand most
of these students will have an opportunity to complete the programme in the following year.
This has a significant influence on the percentage of students who begin the programme and
who are successfully discontinued. It is also difficult to identify the group of “carried-over”
students in some evaluation reports. In some reports it appears that these students are counted
in two years’ programme numbers if they are carried over to the next year. This may mean
that fewer students than those reported are actually served.

In-house evaluations provide data on the students who complete the programme and,
in some instances, ignore the students who are withdrawn from the programme or have
incomplete programmes (Landis, 1997; Shanahan & Barr, 1995). While it is difficult to factor
in the number of students who do not complete the programme, it is misleading to ignore this
group (Grossen et al., 1997; Snow et al., 1998). The possible effect of this is that the
effectiveness of the programme is overstated or inflated (Grossen et al.).

Experimental Research

It has been suggested that the evidence about RR is unclear because of flaws in
research methodology and lack of independence of those gathering or analysing data
(Grossen et al., 1997; Hiebert, 1994; Shanahan & Barr, 1995). In the past 15 years there have
been only a limited number of well-designed experimental studies featuring RR, and these
provide evidence about effectiveness, programme delivery, and the teaching programme for
children.

An evaluation of the RR pilot programme in NSW by Center et al. (1995) was one of
very few research studies on RR with randomised experimental and control groups. It also
included a comparison group of students of similar reading ability attending schools where

RR was not implemented. The authors found, after 15 weeks of instruction, that RR students



performed better than control students on text-reading and word-reading tests but there were
no significant differences on two out of three tests that measured metalinguistic skills (Center
et al.). The effect sizes were smaller (on all tests but one) when short-term maintenance
testing occurred 3 months after the post-test. Student data indicated that 65% of the students
in the RR group had been successfully “recovered” to average class levels (Center et al.,
1995, p. 260). This is in line with many other evaluation studies.

Of interest were the data on medium-term testing of students (1 year after the post-
test), which showed that 29% of students in the comparison group and 30% of the control
group (after adjustments for loss of students to the experimental group) had recovered
without RR (Center et al., 1995). If these students recovered without intervention, it may
reasonably be assumed that the same percentage of RR students would have also done so.
Center et al. concluded that RR was, therefore, effective for only one in three students
undertaking the programme.

An unpublished report also indicated that students in the first and second intakes into
RR in Year 1 had quite different outcomes (Wheldall, Center, & Freeman, 1992). Sixty-two
per cent of first intake students were discontinued, in comparison with only 36% of second-
intake students. However, as 28% of comparison students had recovered without intensive
instruction, it was suggested that RR was only effective for 34% of the first-intake students
and a mere 8% of second-intake students.

In a recent study in the U.S., Schwartz (2005) investigated the effectiveness of RR
and compared the results of students in the first intake of students in Grade 1 with students in
the second intake. In this study, 37 RR teachers nominated two at-risk students each. These
students were then randomly assigned to either a first intake or a second-intake RR group.
Comparisons were then made during the year between students with and without intervention

and with a low-average and a high-average student from the same classroom as the first-



intake student and the second-intake student. Students were assessed at the beginning of the
year, at the transition between intakes, and at the end of the year, using the Observation
Survey of Early Literacy Achievement (Clay, 1993a). They were also tested during the
transition period and at the end of the year on phonemic awareness tests, an oral reading test,
and a comprehension test. Overall, 65% of students from both intake groups were
discontinued, 16% were recommended for further services, and 16% had incomplete
programmes, one student moved, and another withdrew.

The results show that the at-risk students who received RR during the first intake
performed better than students who did not receive RR during this period. This was most
obvious on the tests used in the Observation Survey of Early Literacy Achievement (Clay,
1993a) and the oral reading test, all of which showed large effect sizes. There were no
significant differences among groups on the measures of phonemic awareness or
comprehension at the transition period. Schwartz (2005), using a similar process to that in the
Center et al. (1995) study, reported that 14% of second intake students had made reasonable
progress in reading by the transition point without any intervention, indicating that RR may
service some students who would have “recovered” anyway. The author also found that at-
risk students who received RR, when compared with low-average classroom peers, closed the
achievement gap. It should be noted that, although some of the comparison groups of
classroom peers entered RR during the second half of the year, their data were used in
comparisons at the end of the year.

Pinnell et al. (1994) compared RR with three other literacy interventions for young at-
risk students: Reading Success (a one-to-one tutorial programme based on RR), Direct
Instruction (a one-to-one skills-based intervention), and a small reading and writing group
that was taught by a trained RR teacher. The U.S. study had 403 subjects who were randomly

assigned to treatment groups. Each treatment group had its own comparison group. RR was



the only intervention that showed a “mean treatment effect” on two standardised measures
and two RR measures, indicating that the effect does not just occur because it is a one-to-one
tutoring programme. The authors looked at programme characteristics and surmised that the
reasons for success in tutorial programmes are “individual instruction, instructional emphasis,
and teacher professional development” (Pinnell et al., 1994, p. 36).

A quasi-experimental study by Quay, Steele, Johnson, and Hortman (2003) was
conducted with 214 students in 34 schools in a U.S. school district in the first year of
implementation of RR. It investigated the effects of RR delivered by teachers-in-training on
student achievement and five personal and social aspects. Students were randomly allocated
to classes and then one class in each school was randomly designated to be the class that
received RR. Control subjects were drawn from another classroom. The authors found that
the RR students taught by RR teachers-in-training were superior to the control students on
standardised tests and all of the tasks on the Observation Survey of Early Literacy
Achievement (Clay, 1993a) when tested at the end of first grade (Quay et al.).

Iverson and Tunmer (1993) conducted a study in the U.S. comparing RR with a
modified RR instruction (one-to-one) and a standard intervention group. The modified RR
group received a standard RR programme that included explicit instruction in letter-sound
patterns instead of letter identification procedures. They used matched groups of 32 students
who were pre-tested and post-tested on RR measures, a word recognition test, and tests of
phoneme segmentation, phoneme deletion, and phonological recoding. The study showed that
RR was “highly effective” (Iverson and Tunmer, 1993, p. 123) as students in both RR groups
demonstrated that they were reading at the level of their peers on completion of their
programme and at the end of the year. This, in itself, may have been the effect of individual

instruction compared with group instruction. The modified RR students learned to read much



more quickly than the RR students, taking an average of 41.75 lessons to reach
discontinuation point, whereas the RR students took an average of 57.31 lessons.

Another experimental study investigating possible modifications to RR was conducted
by Iverson, Tunmer, and Chapman (2005) in New Zealand. They compared the literacy
outcomes of students who were instructed in a modified RR lesson with the outcomes of
students receiving traditional one-to-one RR instruction. They found no significant
differences between the two groups on any measures and between groups on the number of
lessons, although the modified RR lessons took an average of 42 min compared with 32 min
for RR instruction.

Multilevel modelling was used by Plewis (2000) to evaluate the effects of the RR
programme in England. RR was compared with a control group with no intervention and a
phonological training intervention based on the work of Bradley and Bryant (1985). Students
in the phonological intervention were taught by trained tutors in 40 x 10-min sessions over a
7-month period. The six poorest readers were selected in 63 schools, 22 of which were RR
schools. In the RR schools the bottom three or four readers entered RR while the remaining
two or three formed a within-school control group. All six students in 18 control group
schools were controls, and in the 23 schools with phonological training four of the six
students were randomly assigned to the intervention group, with the remaining two
comprising the control group. Follow-up measures were taken after 1 year, 2 years, and 4
years. Plewis found short-term effects for RR with student reading gains of between 3 and 11
months in reading age. However, gains were not retained in comparison with a control group
after 3 years.

Reviews of Research
In the past 15 years there have been several research reviews that have investigated

aspects of RR. The first of these by Wasik and Slavin (1993) reviewed research on RR as one



of five tutoring programmes aimed at preventing early reading failure. At that time there were
only two longitudinal studies that were suitable for inclusion. The authors found that students
made initial gains in the implementation year with an effect size of more than +0.7 for both
pilot and second cohorts. However, these effects washed out after 12 months and were further
reduced at a 2-year follow-up. In addition they found that, while the students who were
successful were reading at average levels or above at follow-up testing, students who were
not discontinued (27% of those tested at the 2-year follow-up) were still reading below the
average level of their peers (Wasik & Slavin).

Elbaum et al. (2000) also conducted a quantitative review of interventions featuring
tutoring programmes but focused solely on those that delivered one-to-one instruction. Of the
29 studies, 16 featured RR. They found that RR had an effect size of 0.66, significantly
greater than that of other matched interventions. Following adjustments for teacher training
and as a result of two studies comparing smallgroup instruction with one-to-one tutoring, the
authors concluded that their metaanalysis “did not provide support for the superiority of RR
over other one-to-one interventions” (Elbaum et al., 2000, p. 617).

A meta-analysis of 36 U.S. studies by D’Agostino and Murphy (2004) indicated that
RR has positive effects. The studies were conducted between 1984 and 1995. Almost all were
in-house reports and evaluations, with only one having an experimental design and very few
having been published in peer-refereed journals. As these evaluations were not independent,
the results of the meta-analysis should be interpreted cautiously. The authors found that RR
had positive effects for both discontinued and not-discontinued students on assessments
designed for the programme and on standardised measures. RR effects were greatest for
discontinued students on programme measures, however.

Hiebert (1994) conducted a review of RR in the U.S. over the 10 years from 1984 to

1993 to determine its capacity to change “the literacy profiles of age cohorts” (p. 15) and its



cost-effectiveness. Noting differences between the education system in New Zealand and
those in the U.S., she stated that RR had not been adapted to American needs, the
effectiveness of the programme could not be determined from the available evidence, and that
further investigation was needed.

A comprehensive review of RR by Shanahan and Barr (1995) looked at student
progress in literacy learning, retention of gains, effects on classroom instruction, professional
development, cost-effectiveness, and research. In regard to the effect of RR on student
learning, the authors found that “RR works, but not as well as its proponents have claimed”
(Shanahan & Barr, 1995, p. 989). They surmised that it had “limited maintenance” (p. 990),
with short-term gains decreasing in relation to the achievement of average students. Shanahan
and Barr stated that, while recognising that there was a scarcity of research in this area, there
was little evidence of RR having an impact on what happens in the classroom. They also
indicated that RR was a relatively expensive intervention, costing around USD$4,000 per
student (equivalent to approximately AUD$5,400) after factoring in savings from the reduced
demand for later special education services and lowered retention rates.

Research about Long-term Effects

While research studies consistently show that discontinued students make short-term
gains, there are indications that there may be a “wash-out” effect over time (Wasik & Slavin,
1993). In one study, gains from RR were generally not retained on state-wide assessments in
third grade (Haenn, 2000). Chapman, Tunmer, and Prochnow (2001), in a longitudinal study
that concluded RR did not overcome deficits in phonological skills, found that students who
had been discontinued from the RR programme, when tested 1 year after completing the
programme, had reading achievement levels approximately 12 months behind their

chronological age.



Hiebert (1994) searched for evidence of long-term effects and noted that the only
longitudinal study that was available was poorly designed and did not have a significant
finding. She analysed data from this study and found that only 5.5% of ex-RR students would
have had improved reading achievement at the end of Grade 4 as a result of the programme.
Pinnell, Lyons, and Jones (1996) explained this as being influenced by factors such as
problems with instruction by teachers in later grades, policies on retention of students, and
students’ individual circumstances.

On a more positive note, a study by Brown, Denton, Kelly, and Neal (1999) followed
up over 600 RR students in Grade 5 in California and found that 75% of students with
complete programmes had average or above-average scores on standardised tests. A study
into professional development in Victoria in Australia by Rowe (1997) found that RR
students “benefited notably by participation” (p. 76) and that early literacy gains were
maintained in Grades 5 and 6. These findings are encouraging.

Some researchers have investigated the effects of RR on the system. Lyons and
Beaver (1995) conducted a longitudinal study in Ohio and found that RR significantly
lowered the number of students who were placed in learning disabilities programmes in the
second year of schooling, and it also reduced the percentage of students who were retained.
In this study, the number of students identified as learning disabilities in one school district
was reduced from 36% in 1986/87 to 6% in 1990/91. The authors also noted that the
percentage of students who were retained in their grades was reduced by two-thirds during
this time period. Other system effects were noted by Gredler (2001), who reported a
reduction of 69% in the number of students enrolled in transition programmes in New
Hampshire that cater for students identified as being “developmentally immature” (p. 24).

Looking Back at What Reading Recovery Has Done Well and Not So Well



Looking at the rapid growth of RR in a number of education systems, it is obvious
that the programme has established an enviable reputation as an intervention. Over the past
15 years, however, a number of concerns have been voiced about aspects of the programme
(Hiebert, 1994; Shanahan & Barr, 1995), indicating that, while there are many things that RR
has done well, there are things that RR has not done well.

What Reading Recovery has Done Well

1. RR has been shown to be an effective intervention in the short term for many
students (Center et al., 1995; Haenn, 2000). However, there are disparities between the
percentages of successful students reported through “in-house” data collections and those
through independent evaluations, with the latter mainly reporting success rates of
approximately 60% of all students who enter the programme.

2. RR is designed for implementation at what is seen by Clay (1991) as an optimal
time for young learners. While the notion of a preventative programme for young literacy
learners is supported by research that indicates early intervention to prevent literacy failure is
crucial (Juel, 1988; Stanovich, 2000), it is possible that the notion of an optimal time could be
narrowed down within Year 1 or could be during the kindergarten year. In support of this
view, one study indicated that students who entered the programme in the first intake in
Grade 1 had markedly better outcomes than students who entered the programme in the
second intake (Wheldall et al., 1992).

3. RR includes many components of successful early reading instruction (Hiebert,
1994). These include high expectations, time spent reading and writing, rereading of texts,
setting clear goals, learning about letter—sound relationships, making time for observation of
students’ reading, deliberate teaching, phonemic awareness, and professional development

that focuses on effective instruction (Hiebert).



4. RR has an effective implementation process, demonstrated by the fact that it has
spread widely and relatively rapidly through a number of education systems. In most cases,
Marie Clay and personnel from New Zealand have played a key role in establishing the
programme within a system. This has been a means of maintaining quality control in tutor
(teacher leader) and teacher training, in provision of information for administrators, schools,
and teachers, and advocacy for funding and administrative support. In each system
investigated, RR has been implemented according to the principles of teacher change, school
organisational change, and political and funding changes set out in Clay (1987), although
with some modifications (e.g., the stage of schooling when a student enters the programme).

5. RR has been particularly successful in gaining political support in many education
systems. This is critical for allocation of funds for teacher training, tutor (teacher leader)
training, administrative functions, and teacher salaries. Its success in gaining political support
in NSW is, for example, demonstrated by a dispute between the two main political parties
prior to the 2003 state election, with both claiming that they were responsible for introducing
RR in state schools (Dempster, 2003). In the U.S., however, RR is under threat of losing
funding for implementation in a number of states (RR Council of North America, 2006).
Consequently, the RR Council of North America has responded to this threat or “attack”
(2006, p. 1) by providing a rebuttal of a number of criticisms of the programme.

6. Teacher selection, training, and on-going professional development have been
praised (Shanahan & Barr, 1995). RR teachers are trained to implement Clay’s theories and
“approach reading instruction with a deep and principled understanding of the reading
processes and its implications for instruction” (Snow et al., 1998, p. 258). The role of RR
teacher is usually sought after and has special status among staff members in a school as a
teacher with a high level of knowledge. RR teachers generally have a great sense of pride in

their role and a sense of belonging to a special group.



7. RR collects individual student data from all students in the programme for analysis.
This provides an extensive amount of data about student progress that can be used by
programme and system administrators to monitor RR’s effectiveness. 8. RR has established a
reputation as an effective intervention among educators and administrators. It has achieved
this by publication and dissemination of the results of Clay’s field trials, site reports,
evaluations, and research studies (Clay, 1987). Clay has also encouraged tutors (teacher
leaders) and administrators to counter criticisms or misunderstandings.

What Reading Recovery has Not Done Well

1. While the programme has shown that it works for many students, it has not
demonstrated that it works for the students who are most at-risk of failing to learn to read
(Baker et al., 2002). Haenn (2000), in reviewing the pre-test and post-test results of 610
students in Durham, North Carolina, found that the students who were lowest on most
measures of the Observation Survey of Early Literacy Achievement were least likely to
succeed on the RR programme.

2. RR has not been shown to facilitate reading development in students with poor
phonemic awareness (Center et al., 1995; Chapman et al., 2001). Students who enter the
programme typically have poor phonological processing skills and those with the lowest
scores have been found to be least likely to benefit from the programme. In addition,
Chapman et al. found, when RR students were tested after the intervention, that RR “did not
eliminate deficiencies in phonological processing” (2001, p. 158) and that problems in this
key component of early reading impacted on students’ progress in reading in both the short
term and the long term.

3. RR does not reflect recent research findings about the crucial components of an
early literacy programme (Groff, n.d.; Tunmer & Chapman, 2003). Moats (2000) suggests

that RR is “a whole-language incarnation” that uses whole language practices such as



teaching students to predict unknown words from context and initial letter cues, incidental
phonics instruction, use of running records, and decoding by analogy within a structured
lesson format. RR has been the subject of criticism because the theoretical principles and
teaching procedures suggest that context is more important in predicting up-coming words
than graphophonic cues (Tunmer & Chapman), even though research very strongly suggests
otherwise (Stanovich, 2000).

4. Although it has been implemented for 15-20 years in some education systems, RR
has not demonstrated that it has dramatically reduced literacy failure within education
systems (Auditor General, Victoria, 2003; Shanahan & Barr, 1995; Welna, 1999). In some
studies, research has shown that short-term gains are often not retained and that these have all
but disappeared by Year 3 (Hempenstall, 1999; Shanahan & Barr), Year 4 (Hiebert, 1994), or
Year 5 (Snow et al., 1998). While there have been some reports of maintenance of gains,
lowered retention rates, and lowered referrals to special education, there is no evidence of a
dramatic reduction in literacy failure in education systems since RR was introduced. This
may be caused by limited budgets in education systems resulting in resources being spread so
thinly that not all struggling Year 1 readers can access the programme, or it may be an
indication that RR has limited or differential long-term effects.

5. RR has relatively high costs, and doubts have been cast on its cost-effectiveness
within a system (Hiebert, 1994; Shanahan & Barr, 1995). Groff (n.d.) suggests that those who
promote RR typically downplay its cost, not taking into account the cost of teacher training,
additional benefits for teachers, resources, salaries, and travel expenses for RR programme
administrators. Calculations vary, but have been reported to be as high as AUD$9,088 per
student in New South Wales in 2003 (NSW Department of Education and Training, 2003)
and as low as USD$1,708 (equivalent to AUDS$2,350 in 2006) per student in Lancaster City

School District in Ohio (Lyons & Beaver, 1995). Groff (n.d.) suggests that RR is not cost-



effective in systems where the literacy programme has a different theoretical basis and,
therefore, is not complementary.

6. In some systems RR does not target students well. The practice of targeting the
lowest 20% of students in a school results in some students in higher-achieving schools
receiving services, while Grade 1 students with literacy difficulties in lower-achieving
schools may not be able to access the programme. Rather than targeting the lowest 20% in a
school, funding would be more equitably directed to those students who are performing at the
20th percentile and below. System differences at time of entry to the programme also
influence the identification of students for entry to RR. For example, Shanahan and Barr
(1995) note that at age 6, while students in New Zealand have completed a year of schooling
before they enter RR, students in the U.S. are only starting first grade and prior to this have
often had little schooling. As RR programmes in the U.S. maintain the same age of entry to
the programme, it is likely that many students who would not need intervention are placed in
the programme (Shanahan & Barr).

7. Despite the large amount of data collected within the programme, RR has a
relatively weak research base. There are a limited number of true experimental studies about
RR’s efficacy that feature randomly allocated groups (Center et al., 1995; Snow et al., 1998).
These are the most effective designs in demonstrating causality and controlling threats to
internal validity, and are described by Seethaler and Fuchs (2005) as providing the “highest
level of proof of efficacy of a programme” (p. 99). Center et al., in one of the few studies that
used an experimental design, demonstrated that a significant percentage (up to 30%) of those
RR students who were successfully discontinued may have recovered without RR.

8. RR does not use independent measures of reading development, and, thus, reports
of student progress need to be interpreted cautiously (Tunmer & Chapman, 2003). In many

studies, student reading development is measured by using instruments taught within the



programme, so it would be expected that students would progress on these measures (Baker
et al., 2002; Grossen et al., 1997). Although several experimental studies rely on external
reading measures, standardised tests are not often used as measures of progress within the
programme (Snow et al., 1998). In some evaluation studies, reading achievement is reported
in relation to movement through RR text levels. This has been seen as problematic because
the text levels were developed in quite an arbitrary manner and there are not equal intervals
between each book level (Baker et al.; Grossen et al.).

Looking to the Future

After more than two decades of implementation of RR in many systems, there has
been sufficient time and opportunity for system administrators and governing bodies to
observe and examine the effects on their education systems. It is timely, then, to consider the
long-term future of the programme and to examine those aspects of the teaching programme
that it does not do well, to consider whether the programme can be improved or whether
alternatives are viable. These aspects include making the programme more effective for the
students who are most at-risk, improving success rates overall, retention of gains, and
lowering costs. Issues such as the selective reporting of programme data and the need for
experimental research are separate concerns.

Some authors suggest that changes to the existing RR programme would make it more
effective, in particular for those students who are most at-risk. A recurring recommendation
from research and reviews is that RR developers make changes to the teaching of
phonological processing skills. For example, in 1999 a group of literacy experts was asked by
the New Zealand Ministry of Education to report on literacy instruction in New Zealand. One
of its recommendations was that RR “place greater emphasis on explicit instruction in
phonological awareness and the use of spelling-to-sound patterns in identifying unfamiliar

words in text” (Ministry of Education, 1999, p. 6). This recommendation is in line with



information about the key components of effective early literacy instruction that has
emanated from major reviews of the teaching of early literacy in the U.S. (National Institute
of Child Health and Human Development, 2000), Australia (Department of Education
Science and Training, 2005), and England (Rose, 2006).

RR has an in-built process in which some changes can be made to the programme and
disseminated to RR teachers through teacher development and professional support
processes. This enables the designers of the programme to inform teachers and incorporate
new information from research into the teaching programme. However, due to the quality
control processes in place, any changes need to be sanctioned by programme designers and
developers.

In recent years, changes have been made to the teaching programme to incorporate
research findings about phonological processing (Schwartz, 2005). RR personnel state that
they “give specific and explicit attention to letters, sounds and words” (RR Council of North
America, 2006, p. 20) but this does not necessarily mean that these aspects are taught either
explicitly or systematically. A systematic approach to teaching phonics has been found to be
the most effective approach for teaching at-risk readers (Ehri, Nunes, Stahl, & Willows,
2001), yet is at odds with some of the principles of RR described by Cox and Hopkins
(2006). The use of a systematic approach to teaching would require a change in the
underpinning principles of RR away from its constructivist approach to a direct teaching
approach. Theoretically, while minor variations can be made to the content of the programme
by the developers, it is extremely unlikely that changes of this nature would be considered.

For RR to be maximally effective in a school system, it has been suggested that it
needs school contexts that are conducive to, or compatible with, the programme. Some
recommendations include that a “supportive, substantive, and coherent plan of

reading/literature instruction” exists in all grades (Landis, 1997, p. 3) or that RR be



implemented with “depth” within a school (Munn & Ellis, 2005, p. 357). Munn and Ellis
found that students in schools where the RR programme was not “deeply implemented”
(2005, p. 355) spent an average of 4 weeks longer in the programme than students in schools
where the programme had “depth” (p. 355).

Center, Freeman, and Robertson (2001), however, found that RR students did better if
their regular classroom was “code-orientated” rather than “meaning-orientated” (p. 224). This
finding may be related to findings about the efficacy of an explicit teaching approach in
comparison with an implicit approach, to the findings about the key role that phonological
processing plays in early reading success, or to both factors. Further research is warranted to
investigate the most effective combination of intervention and classroom contexts for
students who are experiencing difficulties in early literacy learning.

It has been suggested that the cost of one-to-one interventions such as RR could be
reduced significantly if they were to be delivered in pairs (Fawcett, Nicolson, Moss,
Nicolson, & Reason, 2001; Iverson et al., 2005) or in small groups (Elbaum et al., 2000). The
study by Fawcett et al. suggested that an intervention could be delivered to pairs with
comparable results to RR at about 20% of the cost. On the surface, the notion of providing
tutoring to pairs or small groups may be appealing, but would mean that it would make a
significant change to the way RR teachers plan and deliver an individual programme for each
child. To keep the RR programme intact, Clay has been very firm in insisting that RR cannot
be tampered with and has trademarked the name (RR Council of North America, 2004b).
Therefore, it is highly unlikely that a variation of RR would be (legally) implemented.

One of the key factors in reducing the cost of an intensive intervention such as RR is
accurate identification of target students. It is obvious that, if students do not acquire early
reading skills for whatever reason, they will have low scores on the assessment battery and

are likely to be targeted for RR intervention. One possible reason could be that students are



poorly taught in the first year at school, and a feasible solution is that instruction could be
improved in the first year of schooling (Hempenstall, 1999).

It is possible that there is over-identification of students who need intervention with a
significant accompanying cost to the funding provider. Wheldall, Center, and Freeman (1993)
found that a large percentage of students who were selected for RR would have “recovered”
without intervention. A recent study by McCusker and Munro, as yet unpublished, supports
this finding. McCusker and Munro tracked 700 students in Catholic schools in Victoria,
comparing at-risk students who accessed the RR programme with students who were also at-
risk but did not access the programme and with students who made good progress. They
found little difference in achievement between the two at-risk groups and also found that
some of the students who were in the at-risk group at the time of identification achieved
scores in the average range after 12 months, even though they did not receive any
intervention (H. McCusker, personal communication, 13 January 2006). Further research in
this area may assist in developing a more accurate identification of students for RR with
resultant cost savings.

Given that research on the long-term effects of the programme is equivocal and the
effects that have been found are neither strong nor consistent, educational planners need to be
aware that the intervention is unlikely to dramatically reduce the number of students who will
require special education services in later years. The notion of a large decrease in illiteracy
rates is a compelling argument for a system to implement RR in the first place, but it appears
that, instead of counting on long-term savings in future years, education systems need to
ensure that there is a continuing budget for special education services throughout all of the
years of schooling.

If RR is to maintain its reputation as an effective programme it needs to demonstrate

to the general research community that it has a strong research base. To date, despite the



collection of a great deal of data, there is limited experimental research to support the
efficacy of the programme. Well-designed experimental research that uses randomly assigned
intervention groups is needed to investigate aspects that have equivocal findings. In trying to
plan research with randomly assigned groups, one of the issues is that a RR teacher with a
normal load identifies and teaches the four lowest-performing students in a school and that, in
this situation, random assignment cannot occur. In addition, the conduct of research or
reviews is made difficult by the reporting of student progress in terms of the programme’s
own measures. As a result, much of the “research base” for RR is not independent. If RR is to
prove its success to educators, the use of independent measures would provide a firmer base
of evidence. Looking to the future, research would be facilitated if RR administrators and
independent researchers collaborate on ways to undertake quality studies without
compromising the intervention.

In planning for the future, it is also important to determine whether there are
alternatives to RR that are research-based. If there are not, interventions that are based on
research should be developed, and trials and comparison studies should be conducted. Some
educators suggest alternatives to RR (Haenn, 2000; Nicolson, Fawcett, Moss, Nicolson, &
Reason, 1999) but there appear to be very few that have been thoroughly researched and have
strong evidence to support their use. One example is the programme Early Steps, a first-grade
intervention programme like RR, with the addition of direct and systematic instruction in
orthographic patterns (Morris, Tyner, & Perney, 2000). It was found to be highly effective,
especially for those students who “were most at risk” (Morris et al., 2000, p. 687). Another
intervention that was trialled with groups of four students in their first year at school in the
United Kingdom featured the teaching of phonics skills and word-building, and broader
reading, using a computer-assisted programme (Nicolson et al.). The authors found that the

intervention group had significantly greater gains than a control group, although 25% of the



group remained at-risk readers. The mean effect size of 1.71 for reading age was reported to
be comparable with RR at 10% of the cost of RR. These studies are of small scale and would
require much more evidence of success in a number of settings before recommendations
could be made for their use.

Looking back at research over the past 15 years, RR appears to be one of the most
widely, if not the most widely, evaluated interventions in education. While there have been
criticisms of its effectiveness, especially for students who are most at-risk, there appears to be
no better alternative that is widely available, at the present time. While it can be argued that it
1s not highly effective, it is effective for many students and appears to be no worse than other
early literacy interventions.

In the future, new interventions could be designed, trialled, and researched. Many of
the teaching strategies within RR are commonly used by regular classroom teachers in
classrooms and are features of other interventions. Some, or all of these, could be
incorporated into a tutoring programme that also features content and strategies drawn from
recent research into reading acquisition. Crucial components of early reading programmes,
including phonemic awareness, phonics, the reading of a large amount of text, and linking
reading and writing (Snow et al., 1998), would ideally form the basis for the content of a new
intervention. An alternative early intervention programme that is based on current research
about what to teach and how the components are most effectively taught could be delivered
in small groups, thereby making it more cost-effective.

Conclusion

This review, in looking back at over nearly two decades of implementation of the RR
programme, has documented the extraordinary growth of the intervention across a number of
education systems and has looked for the reasons for its success. RR has provided an

excellent model in demonstrating how to plan, promote, and implement an intervention



across an education system and how to design a professional development programme. These
have been important elements in RR’s rapid spread across education systems.

Although RR has established a reputation as being a remarkably successful
intervention (Johnston & Allington, 1991), research, however, indicates that it has not
delivered all that it promised to deliver: long-term change for students and a significant
reduction in demand for special education services in later years. Evidence indicates that RR
is beneficial for those students who are discontinued but that it is less beneficial for students
who have incomplete programmes, are withdrawn, or are referred to special education. In
fact, the success of the programme appears to be inversely related to the severity of the
reading problem. A student who enters the programme with relatively high scores on Clay’s
(1993a) Observation Survey of Early Literacy Achievement is likely to be a success, while a
student with a severe problem is unlikely to be a success.

The data regarding long-term system effects are equivocal and there is little evidence
of the cost of special education services being reduced in later years. Given that the
programme has been implemented widely in some education systems for a number of years,
it is reasonable to expect that special education budgets in these systems would reflect
lowered demands for services beyond Year 1 by now.

Although there are some alternative preventative programmes, there are none that
have been implemented on the scale of RR or that, at the present time, have the infrastructure
or research support to replace RR as a system intervention. It is even possible that the
apparent success of RR may have inhibited the development of alternative early literacy
intervention programmes. RR has shown that it is good, but it could be even better. In the
future, educational researchers may develop an alternative intervention that is more effective.
If so, it is recommended that they take lessons from RR about how to go about developing

and implementing an educational intervention.
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