
The What Works Clearinghouse
(WWC), a branch of the United
States Department of Education
(USDE) and the Institute of
Education Sciences (IES), has released
its independent review of the experi-
mental research on Reading Recovery.
The review clearly establishes that
Reading Recovery is an effective
intervention based on scientific
research.

The What Works
Clearinghouse Report
The report found that Reading
Recovery has positive effects on stu-
dents’ alphabetics skills and general
reading achievement. A finding of
positive effects is the WWC’s
strongest evidence rating. (See What
the Ratings Mean.) They found
potentially positive effects, their next

highest level of evidence, on fluency
and comprehension outcomes. These
conclusions are based on five research
studies, four that meet the WWC’s
highest evidence standards and one
study that meets these standards with
reservations.

The report includes an improvement
index to reflect the strength of the
Reading Recovery intervention on the
outcome domains related to begin-
ning reading. 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 stu-
dent in the comparison condition” (p.
6). Scores on this index can range
from -50 to +50. The average
improvement index scores for
Reading Recovery children show large
and impressive effect sizes: 
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As Reading Recovery professionals we have
long valued the fact that our understand-
ings about early literacy and early literacy
intervention are grounded in theoretical
understandings and carefully designed
research-based practices. The What Works
Clearinghouse holds the highest standards
for independent reviews of research
methodology primarily targeting experi-
mental and control group studies.  

We value a wide range of methodological
studies. In this issue you will read the
2005–2006 national data report of
Reading Recovery, an effectiveness report
of student outcomes and program imple-
mentation. Consistently since 1984,
Reading Recovery has been recognized for
the comprehensive data collection process
and continuous record of positive results
for students’ accelerated gains in literacy
achievement.  

In addition, readers will enjoy a qualita-
tive study of young readers’ processing 
during the reading of informational texts.
This type of qualitative research con-
tributes directly to our understandings in
teaching children both in classroom and
early intervention settings.  

The diversity and expansiveness of
research in Reading Recovery has 
continued to contribute to the literacy
profession for more than 40 years. We 
celebrate the most recent recognition by
the What Works Clearinghouse and 
welcome continued study, tentativeness,
and the critical lens that informs our
practice in early literacy intervention. 

— Anne Simpson, section editor 

What Works Clearinghouse: Reading Recovery Effectiveness
General reading

Alphabetics Fluency Comprehension achievement

Rating of effectiveness Positive effects Potentially positive Potentially positive Positive effects
effects effects

Improvement index Average: +34 Average: +46 Average: +14 Average: +32
percentile points percentile points percentile points percentile points
Range: -10 to +50 Range: +32 to +49 Range: +6 to +21 Range: -5 to +50
percentile points percentile points percentile points percentile points

Source: What Works Clearinghouse website



Taken together these measures
demonstrate that Reading Recovery is
accomplishing its primary goals. 

• First, Reading Recovery pro-
vides effective early interven-
ing services that enable most
at-risk first-grade children to
accelerate their literacy learn-
ing and meet grade-level stan-
dards. This means they can
continue to achieve and bene-
fit from good classroom liter-
acy programs. If Reading
Recovery students initially
score around the 15th per-
centile level on literacy meas-
ures, +32 percentile increase
places them well within the
average range of their peers
(47th percentile). 

• Second, Reading Recovery
serves as a response to inter-
vention (RTI) assessment to
identify a small group of chil-
dren that will need additional
services for their literacy
learning. By limiting long-
term support, schools save
resources, even factoring in
the cost of a 1:1 short-term
intervention. The savings can
then be targeted to the small
percentage of the first-grade
cohort who will need longer-
term support.

Reading Recovery Meets
Evidence Standards for
Establishing Causal Validity
The mission of the WWC is “to pro-
vide educators, policy makers,
researchers and the public with a cen-
tral and trusted source of scientific
evidence of what works in educa-
tion.” (www.whatworks.ed.gov/) They
base their analysis on research studies

that meet their standards for demon-
strating causal validity. In many cases
these standards require randomized
clinical trials conducted within school
settings. These types of studies are
rare in education. 

Five studies met WWC’s evidence
standards for inclusion in its review
of causal validity research, and this is
more than sufficient to establish
causal validity. The WWC requires
only two independent, well-designed
clinical trials to establish a positive
causal finding. The evidence that
Reading Recovery is an intervention
based on scientific research is now
documented and acknowledged by
the USDE and IES.

WWC Findings are Supported
by Evaluation Data
Causal validity research is critical in
establishing that an intervention is
effective, but it doesn’t guarantee that
a particular intervention will work in

a particular setting. Russ Whitehurst,
the director of the IES, suggests, 

“A school that adopted the
reading practice that had been
demonstrated to be efficacious
in a scientific evaluation should
collect data on how children
are performing in the class-
rooms using that practice to
identify whether the program is
working as deployed and to
address potential problems,
such as weak implementation.
Together, scientific research and
performance data comprise
empirical evidence.” (2004)

Performance (evaluation) data is a
central component of Reading
Recovery implementations around
the world. The National Data
Evaluation Center at The Ohio State
University (www.ndec.us) collects
data on every child who participates
in the intervention—more than
100,000 first-grade students annually
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What is the What Works Clearinghouse?
The What Works Clearinghouse was established in 2002 by the U. S.
Department of Education’s Institute of Education Sciences to provide
educators, policymakers, researchers, and the public with a central and
trusted source of scientific evidence of what works in education.

The What Works Clearinghouse evaluates the strength of the evidence of
effectiveness of educational interventions. The WWC is intended to help
states, educators, and parents gain access to the available scientifically
valid research concerning education programs, products, and services,
and can be used by state and local agencies to obtain results from scien-
tifically based research.

The What Works Clearinghouse focuses on the question of what works
to improve student outcomes, or in other words, what has a causal effect
on student outcomes. The WWC’s review of evidence focuses on ran-
domized controlled trials and includes high-quality quasi-experimental
research designs as well.

Source: What Works Clearinghouse website
http://www.whatworks.ed.gov/



in the United States. Evaluation
reports on the progress of Reading
Recovery children go to every school,
district, and teacher training site.
Information about the local imple-
mentation is also collected to inform
local decision makers. 

On a national level, outcome data
demonstrate that the significant and
large effects of the Reading Recovery
intervention shown in clinical trials
are replicated in the large-scale imple-
mentation in more than 2,400 school
systems and 7,500 schools with near-
ly 13,000 Reading Recovery teachers.
Evaluation data show the same strong
gains reported in experimental studies
that used randomized comparison
groups to establish causal validity. 

Other Research Support for
Reading Recovery
In addition to the WWC’s report on
five Reading Recovery studies demon-
strating causal validity, more than
100 research and evaluation studies
have examined various aspects of
Reading Recovery. D’Agostino and
Murphy (2004) conducted a meta-
analysis of 36 studies and compared
the results of the highest-quality stud-
ies with other research reports; they
found convergent evidence on the
positive effects of Reading Recovery.

Studies have explored issues such as
the subsequent progress of Reading
Recovery students; closing achieve-
ment gaps related to race/ethnicity,
socioeconomic status, and English
language learners; and intervention
scale-up. These studies provide a pre-
ponderance of evidence of Reading
Recovery’s effectiveness and influence
(Schmitt, Askew, Fountas, Lyons, &
Pinnell, 2005) and make Reading
Recovery the most research-based 
literacy intervention for struggling
first graders.
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What the Ratings Mean
Positive Effects
Strong evidence of a positive effect with no overriding contrary evidence
• Two or more studies showing statistically significant positive effects, at

least one of which met WWC evidence standards for a strong design. 
• No studies showing statistically significant or substantively important

negative effects. 

Potentially Positive Effects
Evidence of a positive effect with no overriding contrary evidence
• At least one study showing a statistically significant or substantively

important positive effect. 
• No studies showing a statistically significant or substantively important

negative effect and fewer or the same number of studies showing indeter-
minate effects than showing statistically significant or substantively
important positive effects. 

Mixed Effects
Evidence of inconsistent effects as demonstrated through either of 
the following: 
• At least one study showing a statistically significant or substantively

important positive effect; AND at least one study showing a statistically
significant or substantively important negative effect, but no more such
studies than the number showing a statistically significant or substantively
important positive effect. 

• OR, at least one study showing a statistically significant or substantively
important effect AND more studies showing an indeterminate effect than
showing a statistically significant or substantively important effect. 

No Discernible Effects
No affirmative evidence of effects 
• None of the studies shows a statistically significant or substantively

important effect, either positive or negative. 

Potentially Negative Effects
Evidence of a negative effect with no overriding contrary evidence
• At least one study showing a statistically significant or substantively

important negative effect. 

Negative Effects
Strong evidence of a negative effect with no overriding contrary evidence.
• Two or more studies showing statistically significant negative effects, at

least one of which is based on a strong design.
• No studies showing statistically significant or substantively important

positive effects.

Source: What Works Clearinghouse website
http://www.whatworks.ed.gov/reviewprocess/rating_scheme.pdf



Scaling-Up and Disseminating
the Intervention
Scaling-up and disseminating an
intervention are critical issues not
usually addressed in experiment
research. Yet policymakers are as con-
cerned with these elements as with
scientific research. Reading Recovery
has a dissemination model that works
with documented success in scaling-
up and sustaining the intervention
(Denton, Vaughn, & Fletcher, 2003).
Scale-up research explores the impact
of interventions “in dynamic and
variable ‘real world’ contexts across
student and teacher populations”
(McDonald, Keesler, Kauffman, &
Schneider, 2006, p. 19). Reading
Recovery demonstrates that a well-
designed educational intervention can
be replicated across a wide array of
teachers, schools, locations, and cul-
tures with uniformly positive results
(Wilson & Daviss, 1994).

Reading Recovery’s dissemination
model is based on professional devel-
opment and involves more than
13,000 literacy professionals, 448
Reading Recovery training sites, and
22 universities. Specially trained uni-
versity-based and site-based leaders
provide initial training, ongoing pro-
fessional development, implementa-
tion support, and early intervention
services for children. The research
and development involved in estab-
lishing, expanding, and maintaining
this professional community to serve
the needs of at-risk first graders is
built into the dissemination plan.

As schools systematize and cre-
ate more opportunities for seri-
ous staff development, the
thoroughness of the Reading
Recovery model seems to be
well worth emulating. (Herman
& Stringfield, 1997, p. 86)

For More Information
The recently released WWC report
adds an authoritative, independent
assessment of experimental research
evidence about Reading Recovery.
The report is available online at
http://www.whatworks.ed.gov/.
Abstracts of some Reading Recovery
studies included in the WWC report
are available in the research section of
the RRCNA website at www.readin-
grecovery.org.

There is a powerful research
base supporting the efficacy of
Reading Recovery specifically,
and for expert intensive tutor-
ing interventions in general.
…If evidence—scientific
research evidence—was the true
standard for decisions, then
Reading Recovery and other
tutoring interventions would be
available for every child who
could benefit from them.
(Allington, 2005, p. 10)

To find out more about how to
implement Reading Recovery, an
effective research-based intervention,
visit the RRCNA website.
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