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Program Description2

Research

Effectiveness

Reading Recovery® is a short-term tutoring intervention
intended to serve the lowest-achieving (bottom 20%) first-grade
students. The goals of Reading Recovery® are to promote
literacy skills, reduce the number of first-grade students who are
struggling to read, and prevent long-term reading difficulties.

Reading Recovery® supplements classroom teaching with
one-to-one tutoring sessions, generally conducted as pull-out
sessions during the school day. Tutoring, which is conducted
by trained Reading Recovery® teachers, takes place daily for
30 minutes over 12–20 weeks.

Four studies of Reading Recovery® meet What Works Clearinghouse (WWC) evidence standards, and one study meets WWC
evidence standards with reservations. The five studies included
approximately 700 first-grade students in more than 46 schools
across the United States.3

Based on these five studies, the WWC considers the extent
of evidence for Reading Recovery® to be medium to large for
alphabetics, small for fluency and comprehension, and medium
to large for general reading achievement.

Reading Recovery® was found to have positive effects on alphabetics and general reading achievement and potentially positive
effects on fluency and comprehension.

Rating of effectiveness
Improvement index4

1.

2.

3.
4.
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Comprehension

General reading
achievement

Alphabetics

Fluency

Positive effects

Potentially positive effects Potentially positive effects Positive effects

Average: +34
percentile points
Range: –10 to +50
percentile points

Average: +46
percentile points
Range: +32 to +49
percentile points

Average: +14
percentile points
Range: +6 to +21
percentile points

Average: +32
percentile points
Range: –5 to +50
percentile points

This report has been updated to include reviews of 28 studies that have been released since 2005. Of the additional studies, 16 were not within the
scope of the protocol and 12 were within the scope of the protocol but did not meet evidence standards. A complete list and disposition of all studies
reviewed are provided in the references.
The descriptive information for this program was obtained from a publicly available source: the program’s website (http://www.readingrecovery.org,
downloaded September 2008). The WWC requests developers to review the program description sections for accuracy from their perspective. Further
verification of the accuracy of the descriptive information for this program is beyond the scope of this review.
The evidence presented in this report is based on available research. Findings and conclusions may change as new research becomes available.
These numbers show the average and range of student-level improvement indices for all findings across the studies.
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Additional program
information

Developer and contact
Developed by Marie M. Clay, Ph.D., University of Auckland, New
Zealand. Distributed through more than 20 university training
centers in the United States and supported by the Reading
Recovery® Council of North America (RRCNA). Address: 400
West Wilson Bridge Road, Suite 250, Worthington, OH 430855218. Email: jjohnson@readingrecovery.org. Web: http://www.
readingrecovery.org/. Telephone: (614) 310-7323.
Scope of use
Reading Recovery® was developed in the mid-1970s by Dr. Clay,
who first tested the program in New Zealand. According to the
RRCNA, more than 1.8 million first graders in 48 states and the
Department of Defense Dependents Schools have been served
in the United States since Reading Recovery® was introduced in
1984. Reading Recovery® is also used in New Zealand, Australia,
Canada, and the United Kingdom.
Teaching
According to the Reading Recovery® website, lessons incorporate
several components of reading instruction, including phonemic
awareness, phonics, vocabulary, fluency, comprehension, writing,
motivation, oral language, and independence. Each Reading
Recovery® lesson consists of reading familiar and novel stories,
manipulating letters and words, and writing and assembling stories. Lessons are interactive between teacher and student, with the
teacher carefully monitoring each child’s reading behavior. Reading
Recovery® lessons are discontinued when children demonstrate
the ability to read consistently at the average level for their grade—
between weeks 12 and 20 of the program. Those who make
progress but do not reach average classroom performance after
20 weeks are referred for further evaluation and a plan for future
action. Teacher training includes a one-year, university-based training program and ongoing professional development.
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Cost
Reading Recovery® is available on a nonprofit, no royalty
basis. Because Reading Recovery® in the United States is a
collaboration between universities and school districts, costs
include tuition for initial training and continuing professional
development. To establish a Reading Recovery® site—composed
of multiple schools in a district or group of districts—a teacher
leader must be trained first. Start-up costs include salary, university tuition for the Reading Recovery® coursework, and books
and materials. Each site must also equip a room with a one-way
mirror and sound system to provide subsequent training for
the teachers. Ongoing costs include a portion of the teachers’
salaries and benefits. The typical school with Reading Recovery®
assigns these specially trained teachers to work a half day in
Reading Recovery® and the remaining half day in other capacities, such as teaching small literacy groups or kindergarten.
Across the 2006–07 school year, the average US Reading
Recovery® teacher worked with eight Reading Recovery® students and approximately 42 additional students. Ongoing salary
and benefit costs for the Reading Recovery® teachers should
be assigned to the part of the day that they work with Reading
Recovery® students. In 2006, the cost of program materials
was approximately $100 per student served (calculated by the
RRCNA as an average over the five years, 2002–06). Sites pay an
annual data evaluation fee of $350 per site plus $45 per Reading
Recovery® teacher. Related ongoing costs include professional
development for both teacher leaders and teachers, books
and materials for lessons, student program materials, and data
evaluation fees. Sites implementing the program also pay annual
technical support fees, which vary by the university that provides
the Reading Recovery® training.
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Research

A total of 106 studies reviewed by the WWC investigated the
effects of Reading Recovery®. Four studies (Baenen, Bernhole,
Dulaney, & Banks, 1997; Pinnell, DeFord, & Lyons, 1988; Pinnell,
Lyons, DeFord, Bryk, & Seltzer, 1994; and Schwartz, 2005)
are randomized controlled trials that meet WWC evidence
standards. One study (Iverson & Tunmer, 1993) is a quasiexperimental design that meets WWC evidence standards
with reservations. The remaining 101 studies do not meet either
WWC evidence standards or eligibility screens.5
Meets evidence standards
Baenen et al. (1997) was a randomized controlled trial that
focused on first-grade students from Wake County, NC. The
WWC review focuses on the outcomes of students who qualified
for and were randomly assigned to either the Reading Recovery®
intervention or a comparison group. From an original sample size
of 168, outcomes were assessed at three time points: end of first
grade (n = 147), end of second grade (n = 147), and end of third
grade (n = 127). Although the WWC used only the results at the
end of first grade to determine the intervention rating, information on the additional findings can be found in Appendix A4.4.
Pinnell et al. (1988) was a randomized controlled trial. The
study sample was composed of first-grade students in 14
schools in Columbus, OH. Students were randomly assigned

5.

6.

7.
8.
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to an intervention group, which received Reading Recovery® in
addition to its regular classroom instruction (n = 38), or to a control group, which received an alternate compensatory program
(n = 53). This comparison meets WWC evidence standards.6
Pinnell et al. (1994) was a randomized controlled trial that
randomly assigned 10 low-achieving first-grade students in each
of 10 Ohio schools. The WWC review focuses only on the eight
schools that successfully implemented randomization for the
intervention (n = 31) and comparison (n = 48) conditions.7
Schwartz (2005) was a randomized controlled trial of firstgrade students from 14 states. The WWC focused on the comparison between 37 students across several schools who were
randomly assigned to receive the intervention during the first
half of the year, and 37 students who were randomly assigned to
receive the intervention during the second half of the year.8 The
groups were compared at midyear, before the comparison group
had begun receiving Reading Recovery®.
Meets evidence standards with reservations
Iverson and Tunmer (1993) was a quasi-experimental design
study that included first-grade students from 30 school districts
in Rhode Island. The study compared outcomes for students
participating in Reading Recovery® (n = 32) with students in
a comparison group who did not receive Reading Recovery®

Because Reading Recovery® is designed to improve the reading skills of low-achieving first-grade readers, the appropriate comparison groups for
determining the intervention’s effectiveness are similar low-achieving first-grade readers who did not receive Reading Recovery®. Many of the studies
screened did not meet evidence standards because they used inappropriate comparison groups, such as higher-achieving first-grade readers, to draw
conclusions about the effectiveness of the program.
A third group of students qualified for and received Reading Recovery® outside of regular classroom instruction, but these students were also taught
by a Reading Recovery® –trained teacher when they were in their regular classroom (n = 96). Although this comparison met evidence standards with
reservations, it was not considered in the intervention rating because it went beyond the standard delivery of the program. However, results are reported
in Appendices A4.1–A4.3.
Although the original study included analyses of additional interventions implemented at additional schools, only the schools that randomly assigned
students to Reading Recovery® or the comparison group were relevant to this review. For more details about the original study, see Appendix A1.3.
Assessments were also made at the end of the year, but they were not appropriate for the WWC’s analysis because by then both groups of lowachieving students had received the intervention. Additional comparison groups of low-average and high-average readers were not used by the WWC
because these students were not eligible for Reading Recovery®.
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Research (continued)

(n = 32), who were matched on the basis of pretest scores.9 The
comparison group received standard small group, out-of-class
support services.
Extent of evidence
The WWC categorizes the extent of evidence in each domain as
small or medium to large (see the What Works Clearinghouse
Extent of Evidence Categorization Scheme). The extent of

Effectiveness

Findings
The WWC review of interventions for beginning reading
addresses student outcomes in four domains: alphabetics,
fluency, comprehension, and general reading achievement. The
studies included in this report cover all four domains. The findings below present the authors’ estimates and WWC-calculated
estimates of the size and the statistical significance of the effects
of Reading Recovery® on students.11
For the four beginning reading domains, subtests of the Clay
Observation Survey were used in some of the studies. The Clay
Observation Survey was developed by Dr. Marie Clay, who also
developed Reading Recovery®. Although there is no evidence of
obvious overalignment between the measure and the intervention (intervention students receiving exposure to the measure
during the course of treatment), it should be noted that the same
person developed the intervention and the measure.

evidence takes into account the number of studies and the
total sample size across the studies that meet WWC evidence
standards with or without reservations.10
The WWC considers the extent of evidence for Reading
Recovery® to be medium to large for alphabetics, small for
fluency and comprehension, and medium to large for general
reading achievement.

Alphabetics. Two studies examined the effects of Reading Recovery® on the phonemic awareness construct in the
alphabetics domain. Schwartz (2005) reported no statistically
significant effects for the phonemic awareness measures—a
phoneme deletion task and the Yopp-Singer Phoneme Segmentation Test—but the effects on both measures were positive and
considered substantively important based on WWC criteria (that
is, at least 0.25). Iverson and Tunmer (1993) reported, and the
WWC confirmed, statistically significant positive effects of the
Reading Recovery® intervention on two phonemic awareness
measures—the phoneme deletion task and the Yopp-Singer
Phoneme Segmentation Test.
Three studies examined the effects of Reading Recovery® on
the print awareness construct in the alphabetics domain. Pinnell,
DeFord, and Lyons (1988) reported, and the WWC confirmed,
a statistically significantly positive effect of Reading Recovery®

The study also included a third group of students (n = 32) who used a modified version of Reading Recovery®, which provided explicit instruction in
letter-phoneme patterns instead of the letter identification segment. This group was also compared with the comparison group. Although this comparison meets evidence standards with reservations, it was not considered in the intervention rating because it went beyond the standard delivery of the
program. However, results are reported in Appendices A4.1 and A4.3.
10. The Extent of Evidence Categorization was developed to tell readers how much evidence was used to determine the intervention rating, focusing on
the number and size of studies. Additional factors associated with a related concept—external validity, such as the students’ demographics and the
types of settings in which studies took place—are not taken into account for the categorization. Information about how the extent of evidence rating
was determined for Reading Recovery® is in Appendix A6.
11. The level of statistical significance was reported by the study authors or, where necessary, calculated by the WWC to correct for clustering within
classrooms or schools and for multiple comparisons. For an explanation, see the WWC Tutorial on Mismatch. For the formulas the WWC used to calculate the statistical significance, see Technical Details of WWC-Conducted Computations. In the cases of Baenen et al. (1997) and Schwartz (2005), no
corrections for clustering or multiple comparisons were needed. In the cases of Iverson and Tunmer (1993), Pinnell et al. (1988), and Pinnell et al. (1994),
corrections for clustering and multiple comparisons were needed, so the significance levels may differ from those reported in the original study.
9.
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Effectiveness (continued)

on the Concepts About Print subtest of the Observation Survey
of Early Literacy Achievement. Schwartz (2005) reported, and
the WWC confirmed, a statistically significant positive effect
of Reading Recovery® on the Concepts About Print subtest
of the Observation Survey. Iverson and Tunmer (1993) found a
statistically significant positive effect of Reading Recovery® on
the Concepts About Print subtest of the Observation Survey. The
significance of the effect was confirmed by the WWC.
Three studies examined the effects of Reading Recovery®
on the letter knowledge construct in the alphabetics domain.
Pinnell et al. (1988) did not find a statistically significant effect
for Reading Recovery® on the Letter Identification subtest of
the Observation Survey. Schwartz (2005) reported a statistically
significant positive effect of Reading Recovery® on the Letter
Identification subtest of the Observation Survey, but according
to WWC criteria, this effect was not statistically significant or
large enough to be considered substantively important.12 Iverson
and Tunmer (1993) found, and the WWC confirmed, statistically
significant positive effects of Reading Recovery® on the Letter
Identification subtest of the Observation Survey.
Three studies examined the effects of Reading Recovery®
on the phonics construct of the alphabetics domain. Pinnell et
al. (1988) found a statistically significant positive effect on the
Word Recognition subtest of the Observation Survey. In WWC
calculations, there was no statistically significant effect, but the
positive effect was large enough to be considered substantively
important. Schwartz (2005) found, and the WWC confirmed, a
statistically significant positive effect of Reading Recovery® on
the Word Recognition subtest of the Observation Survey. Iverson
and Tunmer (1993) found statistically significant positive effects
of Reading Recovery® on the Dolch Word Recognition Test,
the Word Recognition subtest of the Observation Survey, and a
pseudoword decoding task. The significance of the effects was
confirmed by the WWC.

Overall, in the alphabetics domain, two studies with strong
designs meet WWC evidence standards and demonstrate
statistically significant positive effects. One additional study
meets WWC evidence standards with reservations and shows
statistically significant positive effects.
Fluency. Schwartz (2005) found, and the WWC confirmed,
positive and statistically significant effects of Reading Recovery®
on the Slosson Oral Reading Test–Revised and the Text Reading
Level subtest of the Observation Survey.
In the fluency domain, one study with a strong design demonstrated statistically significant positive effects.
Comprehension. Two studies examined the effects of Reading
Recovery® on the reading comprehension construct. Pinnell et
al. (1988) found a positive and statistically significant effect of
Reading Recovery® on the Reading Comprehension subtest of
the Comprehensive Test of Basic Skills (CTBS). The significance
of the effect was confirmed by the WWC. Schwartz (2005)
reported no statistically significant effect of Reading Recovery®
on the Degrees of Reading Power Test.
One study examined the effect of Reading Recovery® on the
vocabulary construct of the comprehension domain. Pinnell et al.
(1988) found, and the WWC confirmed, a positive and statistically
significant effect of Reading Recovery® on the Reading Vocabulary subtest of the CTBS.
In the comprehension domain, there were two studies with
strong designs. One study showed statistically significant positive effects, and the other study showed an indeterminate effect.
General reading achievement. Baenen et al. (1997) did not find
a statistically significant effect of Reading Recovery® on grade
retention. Pinnell et al. (1988) found, and the WWC confirmed,
positive and statistically significant effects of Reading Recovery®
on two subtests of the Observation Survey: Hearing and Recording Sounds in Words (Dictation) and Writing Vocabulary. Pinnell
et al. (1994) found statistically significant positive effects of

12. In this case, the author did not control for pretest differences between groups; however, the WWC did account for pretest differences.
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Effectiveness (continued)

Reading Recovery® on the Gates-MacGinitie Reading Test, the
Dictation subtest of the Observation Survey, and the Woodcock
Reading Mastery Test–Revised. The statistical significance of the
effects was confirmed by the WWC. Schwartz (2005) and Iverson
and Tunmer (1993) found, and the WWC confirmed, positive and
statistically significant effects of Reading Recovery® on two subtests of the Observation Survey: Dictation and Writing Vocabulary.
In the general reading achievement domain, there were three
studies with strong designs and statistically significant positive
effects. One study had a strong design with indeterminate effects.
One additional study meets WWC evidence standards with reservations and demonstrates statistically significant positive effects.

Rating of effectiveness
The WWC rates the effects of an intervention in a given outcome
domain as positive, potentially positive, mixed, no discernible
effects, potentially negative, or negative. The rating of effectiveness takes into account four factors: the quality of the research
design, the statistical significance of the findings, the size of the
difference between participants in the intervention condition and
the comparison condition, and the consistency in findings across
studies (see the WWC Intervention Rating Scheme).

The WWC found Reading
Recovery® to have positive
effects for alphabetics
and general reading
achievement and potentially
positive effects for fluency
and comprehension

Improvement index
The WWC computes an improvement index for each individual
finding. In addition, within each outcome domain, the WWC
computes an average improvement index for each study and
an average improvement index across studies (see Technical
Details of WWC-Conducted Computations). The improvement
index represents the difference between the percentile rank
of the average student in the intervention condition versus the
percentile rank of the average student in the comparison condition. Unlike the rating of effectiveness, the improvement index is
entirely based on the size of the effect, regardless of the statistical significance of the effect, the study design, or the analysis.
The improvement index can take on values between –50 and
+50, with positive numbers denoting favorable results.
The average improvement index for alphabetics is +34
percentile points across three studies, with a range of –10 to +50
percentile points. For fluency, the average improvement index

is +46 percentile points, with a range of +32 to +49 percentile
points across outcomes in one study. For comprehension, the
average improvement index is +14 percentile points across two
studies, with a range of +6 to +21 percentile points. For the
general reading domain, the average improvement index was
+32 percentile points across five studies, with a range of –5 to
+50 percentile points.
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