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What claims does the company make/what does the programme target? 

Originally developed by psychologist and educator Marie Clay at the University of Auckland in New Zealand, 

Reading Recovery is one of the oldest and most widely-implemented reading interven:on programmes 
(May et al., 2013). The Ministry of Educa:on of New Zealand supports and funds Reading Recovery as part 

of its Literacy and Numeracy Strategy (Na:onal Reading Recovery Centre, 2011). Within the U.S.A., the 

programme is federally funded by the Department of Educa:on, serving 152,000 students across 48 states 
prior to the No Child Le_ Behind Act of 2001 (May et al., 2013). 

Reading Recovery specifically targets the lowest-achieving 15 to 20 percent of 1st-year readers and writers 

(i.e., six year olds), who are then selected to receive the intensive interven:on. Claims report that an 
es:mated 75 percent of these students will reach proficiency within the 12- to 20- week interven:on period 

(Ashdown & Simic, 2000; Allington, 2005; Center et al., 1995; D’Agos:no & Murphy, 2004; Pinnell, 1989; 
Pinnell et al., 1994; Quay et al., 2001; Schwartz, 2005), which is corroborated by findings of the 
Interna:onal Data and Evalua:on Centre (IDEC). For the remaining 25 percent who fail to a/ain grade-level 

achievement during this period, referral for further evalua:on for special needs services is streamlined by 

the large amount of diagnos:c informa:on collected throughout the assessment for and administra:on of 

Reading Recovery (May et al., 2013). 
 

The fundamental goal of Reading Recovery is to reduce the number of students who struggle with literacy, 

but the intended long-term consequences of this principle goal are to reduce future social and economic 

costs of poor literacy, including truancy, dropout, and underemployment (May et al., 2013). By iden:fying 
and effec:vely referring students who may need more robust or ongoing special educa:on, Reading 

Recovery aims to apply these long-term goals to all students entering the programme, and not just those 
that achieve grade-normalised literacy proficiency in 12 to 20 weeks. Furthermore, with an intensive early 

interven:on model, Reading Recovery may preclude special educa:on referrals for children who could 
a/ain grade-level proficiency with short-term individualised a/en:on (Aldridge, 2004). 

 
 

What it involves: 

Reading Recovery is an intensive early literacy interven:on designed to reduce the number of children who 

struggle with reading and wri:ng (Aldridge, 2004). The driving philosophy of the programme is that 

expertly delivered, individualised, short-term, responsive instruc:on can alter the course of literacy 

achievement, enabling students with poor literacy to catch up with their peers and maintain grade-

normalised proficiency. Remedial instruc:on is provided in the core skills of literacy: phonemic awareness, 

phonics, vocabulary, and comprehension. Through the programme, students are expected to develop 

independent problem-solving strategies for word-iden:fica:on, self-monitoring, self-correc:ng, and 

interpreta:on of text (May et al., 2013). 

Students who are iden:fied as having literacy difficul:es and subsequently selected to receive Reading 

Recovery will have five 30-minute sessions per week one-on-one with a specially trained teacher for a 

period of 12 to 20 weeks (May et al., 2013). As all instruc:on is highly individualised, these lessons are 

shaped by and for each student’s abili:es and skill deficits. For this reason, considerable emphasis is placed 

on the quality of the instruc:on delivered, and training for Reading Recovery teachers begins with in- 

residence postgraduate training and mentorship for teacher leaders, followed by a year-long training and 
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professional development programme for teachers working directly with students (Clay, 1987). The overall 

goal of reducing the number of children with literacy difficul:es is achieved through four cri:cal systema:c 

changes to the educa:onal system: change in the behaviour of teachers, change in the behaviour of 

children as a result of teaching, change in school organisa:ons due to both teachers and administrators, 

and change in funding by the social/poli:cal authori:es (Clay, 1987). 

 

 
 

 
Prices: 

Reading Recovery is available on a nonprofit, no-royalty basis as a collabora:on between universi:es and 

the school districts; the costs of the programme are the ini:al training tui:on and the ongoing professional 
development, as well as programme materials and data evalua:on fees. This cost can be es:mated at 
approximately US$100 per student for materials, and US$350 annually per school plus US$45 per Reading 
Recovery teacher for annual data evalua:on (What Works Clearinghouse, 2013). However, as Reading 

Recovery is implemented as a large-scale, government-funded interven:on across thousands of schools and 
educators, it is not necessarily effec:ve to compare the overall costs (including training) with those 

provided by external corpora:ons or available in external clinics. 
 

 
Evidence for efficacy: 

The evidence in support of Reading Recovery is substan:al, as it has been assessed by a large number of 
university research groups, government ins:tu:ons, and interna:onal data collec:on agencies. The vast 

majority of this research concludes that most low-literacy students who undergo the Reading Recovery 

programme will achieve grade-level proficiency in reading and wri:ng a_er 12-20 weeks of the 

interven:on, and associates par:cipa:on in Reading Recovery with a significant reduc:on in special 
educa:on referrals (Ashdown & Simic, 2000; Allington, 2005; Briggs & Young, 2003; Brown et al., 1999; 

Center et al., 1995; D’Agos:no & Murphy, 2004; Hooligan & Hurry, 2013; May et al., 2015; Pinnell, DeFord, 

& Lyons, 1988; O’Connor & Simic, 2002; Pinnell et al., 1994; Pinnell, 1989; Quay et al., 2001; Quirk & 

Schwanenflugel, 2004; Rowe, 1995; Ruhe & Moore, 2005; Schmi/ & Gregory, 2005; Schwartz, 2005; Wasik 

& Slavin, 1993). The U.S. Department of Educa:on Ins:tute of Educa:on Sciences’ What Works 

Clearinghouse Interven:on Report (2013) concluded from a meta-analysis of research on Reading Recovery 
a posi:ve effect with no overriding contrary evidence in alphabe:cs, reading fluency, and comprehension, 

and strong evidence of a posi:ve effect with no overriding contrary evidence in general reading 
achievement. As of 2011, Reading Recovery was the only one of 171 literacy programmes to a/ain 
“posi:ve” or “poten:ally posi:ve” designa:ons in all four of these domains from the What Works 

Clearinghouse (May et al., 2013). The findings of one par:cularly well-designed, large-scale recent study 
characteris:c of the reports described above are briefly summarised below: 

Year One Results From the MulCsite Randomized EvaluaCon of the i3 Scale-Up of Reading Recovery 

(May et al., 2015): This study was a mul:site randomised control trial assessing the efficacy of Reading 

Recovery in 184 schools. From the original sample, the study included 433 matched pairs of 1st grade 

students who met criteria for Reading Recovery, half of which were to receive the interven:on 

immediately (treatment group) and half of which were to par:cipate in a second round of Reading 

Recovery only a_er the first round of students finished (control group). The Iowa Tests of Basic Skills 

(ITBS) revealed significant posi:ve effects in both reading measures (reading words and 

comprehension), with means over one-half of a standard devia:on greater for the treatment group, 

and significant posi:ve overall effect of the treatment. This represents a growth rate that is 38% 
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greater than the na:onal average for the ITBS.  These findings suggest that Reading Recovery has the 

an:cipated posi:ve impact on the literacy skills of 1st grade students with reading difficul:es. 

Furthermore, the majority of studies that have examined the long-term dura:on of the effects of Reading 

Recovery have iden:fied las:ng impacts of the interven:on (Briggs & Young, 2003; Brown et al., 1999; 

Holliman & Hurry, 2013; Pinnell, 1989; Rowe, 1995; Schmi/ & Gregory, 2005; Ruhe & Moore, 2005; Wasik & 

Slavin, 1993). One such study is briefly described below: 

The Effects of Reading Recovery on Children’s Literacy Progress and Special EducaConal Needs Status: 

A Three-Year Follow-Up Study (Holliman & Hurry, 2013): This study was a follow-up of 241 children 

three years a_er the implementa:on of the Reading Recovery interven:on. These were divided into 

three groups: children who had received Reading Recovery (73), children in Reading Recovery schools 

who did not meet criteria for the interven:on (48), and children who a/ended schools that did not 

offer Reading Recovery (120). As measured by the Na:onal Curriculum standards, children who had 

received Reading Recovery were performing a full level ahead of comparison children at non-Reading 

Recovery schools, and were significantly less likely to have been iden:fied as having a special 

educa:on need. The study also went on to demonstrate that children who received Reading Recovery 

performed at comparable levels to children from the same schools who had not met criteria for the 

interven:on, sugges:ng a “whole-school effect” of Reading Recovery. This could be a/ributed to the 

addi:onal intensive training of specialised teachers, and the increased availability of teacher 

a/en:on, which would otherwise be diverted by the lowest-achieving students. 

 

 
Evidence against efficacy: 

Although Reading Recovery has been widely researched and consistently demonstrated to have significant 

posi:ve effects on the reading and wri:ng abili:es of students at the lowest literacy achievement levels, the 
structure of the interven:on programme gives rise to some methodological concerns in designing robust 

and rigorous scien:fic research studies. Because of the selec:on policies and comple:on process, 

designa:ng an equivalent comparison group is highly difficult, and designing a randomised control study is 

likewise challenging as selec:on of students to receive the interven:on is inherently nonrandom (Holliman 
& Hurry, 2013; May et al., 2013; May et al., 2015). For these reasons and others, the applica:on of the 
rigorous evidence standards of the What Works Clearinghouse narrowed the pool of research on Reading 

Recovery in 2013 from 202 studies to just three that met the research standards for the report (What Works 

Clearinghouse, 2013). However, as described above, all three of these randomised control trial studies 

demonstrated significant posi:ve effects of Reading Recovery, which were independently verified by the 
What Works Clearinghouse report. 

 

 
Conclusions: 

With all of the above factors taken into considera:on, there is a significant amount of published, peer- 

reviewed evidence suppor:ng the efficacy of Reading Recovery as a literacy interven:on for low-achieving 

first-year students, as well as its effec:veness in reducing the overall number of special educa:on needs 

referrals. The significant posi:ve effects of this programme on the reading and wri:ng skills and general 
educa:on outcome of these students have been replicated in large-scale studies and supported by rigorous 
inves:ga:ons by university research groups, government ins:tu:ons, and interna:onal data collec:on 

agencies. Importantly, the effects of Reading Recovery have been consistently demonstrated to persist even 
three to five years a_er the interven:on. 
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