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If there is one thing every educator 
and policymaker can agree on, it is 
the right of every child to become a 
successful reader . Standardized state-
adopted tests are utilized as the mea-
sure of success . Everyone wants to 
know: How many passed? How many 
failed? For students who have great 
difficulty with reading, these ques-
tions are especially critical . As early 
as first grade, children who begin to 
flounder find themselves at risk of 
failure as they encounter high stakes 
assessment .

In fact, it is fairly easy to predict that 
first-grade students struggling with 
reading will continue to experience 
difficulty as they get older (Juel, 
1988) . But it does not have to be that 
way . Early intervention can make 
a difference . Highly intensive early 
intervention can undercut or reduce 
the numbers of learners experienc-
ing difficulty with literacy learning 
(Askew, Fountas, Lyons, Pinnell, & 
Schmitt, 1998; Vellutino et al ., 1996; 
Wasik & Slavin, 1993) . This study 
uses student achievement outcomes 
on a standardized measure to evalu-
ate the long term effects of Reading 
Recovery, a one-to-one instructional 
intervention for the lowest-achieving 
first-grade students . Specifically, we 
examined student achievement out-
comes to determine whether Reading 
Recovery students met grade-level 
expectations when compared to their 
grade-level peers . 

Literature Review
Extensive evidence corroborates the 
effectiveness of Reading Recovery as 
an early intervention . In addition to 
an annual analysis of achievement 
results for all the students served, 
researchers associated with Reading 
Recovery and independent research-
ers have completed a variety of stud-
ies documenting the success of the 
intervention . Highlights of a few key 
studies that point to the effectiveness 
of the program follow .

The studies in Table 1 carefully 
document the success and the far-
reaching effects of Reading Recovery 
in various educational venues . 
However, given the mandates of 
No Child Left Behind (NCLB), it 

is prudent to analyze statewide data 
on a longitudinal basis . A corpus of 
research on the continued progress 
of Reading Recovery participants 
has been documented by several 
researchers (Askew & Frasier, 1994; 
Askew, et al ., 2002; Brown, Denton, 
Kelly, & Neal, 1999; Jaggar & Simic, 
1996; Jaggar & Smith-Burke, 1994; 
Pinnell, 1989; Rowe, 1995; Schmitt 
& Gregory, 2005; Sylva & Hurry, 
1995) . The majority of research 
was completed prior to the 2001 
NCLB implementation . Therefore, 
the standardized measures utilized 
in prior research were generally not 
the academic assessments of student 
achievement designated by each state 
educational agency in response to 
NCLB requirements . 
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Table 1.  Research Support for the Effectiveness of Reading Recovery 

Study Findings/Comments

Schwartz (2005)  Reading Recovery as an intervention closed the 
achievement gap between at-risk students and 
their average peers.

Quay, Steele, Johnson, At the end of the school year, Reading Recovery 
& Hortman (2001)  students performed at significantly higher levels 

than the control group on standard measures.

Wasik & Slavin (1993)  Reading Recovery as a one-to-one intervention 
was a viable prevention of literacy failure.

Center, Wheldall, Freeman, At the end of first grade, Reading Recovery  
Outhred, & McNaught (1995)  students outperformed control group students on 

all measures.

Iversen & Tunmer (1993)  After participating in the early intervention, 
Reading Recovery students had test profiles  
similar to peers performing on grade level. 

Pinnell, Lyons, DeFord, In both the initial and follow-up year of the  
Bryk, & Seltzer (1994)  study, treatment effects for Reading Recovery  

participants were significant.
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In addition, response to intervention 
(RTI) as detailed in the Individuals 
with Disabilities Education 
Improvement Act (IDEA 2004), 
prompts a re-examination of all inter-
ventions that have promising results . 
Generally, RTI describes a delivery 
model of services that include early 
intervention and support of stu-
dent achievement prior to focus on 
special education (Fuchs, & Fuchs, 
2001; National Research Center on 
Disabilities, 2003) . Given the sig-
nificance of replication to scientific 
study and the increased emphasis on 
RTI, the major purpose of this study 
was to conduct a recent evaluation 
of former Reading Recovery partici-
pants’ response to the intervention as 
measured by the Georgia Criterion-
Referenced Competency Test 
(CRCT), an academic assessment 
utilized to report student achievement 
under the NCLB requirements . Thus, 
the focus of this research is student 
performance over time as a means of 
evaluating the long-term benefits of 
RTI . 

The following questions guided  
the study:

1 .  Over time, how do former Reading 
Recovery participants score on the 
Georgia CRCT, a standardized 
state-adopted test? 

2 .  Are Reading Recovery partici-
pants indistinguishable from their 
peers as measured by the Georgia 
CRCT, a standardized state-adopt-
ed test?

Methods
Designed from research completed 
by New Zealand educator, Dr . Marie 
Clay, Reading Recovery is a one-
to-one early intervention model for 
the lowest-achieving children in first 

grade . Since the inception of the pro-
gram in the United States, more than 
1 .5 million students have been served 
(Reading Recovery Council of North 
America, 2006) . During the 2003–04 
school year, Reading Recovery profes-
sionals in 8,759 U .S . schools served 
124,730 students (Gómez-Bellengé, 
Rodgers, & Schultz, 2005) . For this 
same period, Reading Recovery ser-
vices were provided to 3,175 Georgia 
children in 27 school districts and 
168 schools . 

During the 2003–04 school year, 
program evaluation data indicated 
that 64% of all Georgia students 
participating in Reading Recovery 
successfully completed the series 
of intervention lessons (Duncan & 
Thornton-Reid, 2004) . A higher per-
centage (79%) of the 2,515 students 
who finished a full series of lessons 
(complete intervention) attained 
grade-level performance . Thus, a 
majority of all participants benefit 
from the intervention . 

Participants
At the time of selection for par-
ticipation in Reading Recovery, the 
students included in this study were 
considered to be the lowest-achiev-
ing children in their first-grade 
classrooms . Although “children enter 
and exit Reading Recovery at differ-
ent times during the year,” (Jones, 
Johnson, Schwartz, & Zalud, 2005, 
p . 20) all students are selected for 
participation based on rankings by 
classroom teachers and scores on the 
Observation Survey . The Observation 
Survey is a standardized set of literacy 
tasks developed during studies com-
pleted by Marie Clay (Clay, 2002) . 
Only the lowest-achieving children in 
a first-grade classroom are selected for 
participation in Reading Recovery .

Reading Recovery has two positive 
outcomes . The first positive outcome 
is that within a period of 12–20 
weeks, most of the lowest-achiev-
ing students of a first-grade cohort 
provided daily one-to-one instruction 
“catch up to their peers and continue 
to work on their own within an 
average group setting in the regular 
classroom program” (Schmitt, Askew, 
Fountas, Lyons & Pinnell, 2005, 
p .1) . The second positive outcome is 
the identification of those students 
“who need further evaluation and 
continued limited-time or long-term 
support” (Jones, Johnson, Schwartz, 
& Zalud, p .20, 2005) . Both out-
comes enable systems to make deci-
sions regarding the distribution of 
resources that provide opportunities 
to students prior to failing and ensure 
that ample diagnostic instruction has 
occurred prior to the implementation 
of limited-time or long-term support . 
The aforementioned outcomes are 
viewed as the primary benefits of RTI 
(Denton, 2006) .

For each student who receives the 
intervention, the goal is to make 
accelerated progress and work  
independently within the average 
of the class (Clay, 2005) . The term 
discontinued refers to the decision to 
end the series of lessons for students 
who successfully met the rigorous 
criteria of program completion (Jones 
& Smith-Burke, 1999) . These stu-
dents no longer need supplemental 
individual tutoring to succeed in the 
classroom . Decisions to discontinue 
the series of Reading Recovery lessons 
include consultation with the class-
room teacher, observations of the stu-
dent in the classroom setting, and an 
analysis of the student’s reading and 
writing behavior in order to deter-
mine that the student will continue 
to make satisfactory progress in the 
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classroom setting (Clay, 2005; Jones 
& Smith-Burke, 1999) . Another  
measure of success is that these  
students be indistinguishable from 
their fellow students, with reference 
to reading level and literacy achieve-
ment for the rest of their school 
experiences . In contrast, recommended 
action is the term applied to the  
decision regarding a Reading 
Recovery participant who received a 
complete intervention, failed to reach 
appropriate achievement performance 
levels for an average first-grade stu-
dent, or meet the criteria for discon-
tinuing the program, and has been 
referred by the Reading Recovery 
professional for assessment and pos-
sibly other supplemental instructional 
support (Krysak & Thornton-Reid, 
2000) . (For purposes of this research 
study, students were identified as  
discontinued or recommended .)

The data utilized in this evaluation 
were the archival records of com-
plete intervention Reading Recovery 
Georgia participants (n = 1,574) and 
a comparison group (n = 29,697) 
consisting of Georgia students at 
the same schools matriculating in 
Grades 1, 2, 3, and 4 during the 
2003–04 school year . Participants 
were students from 5 of the 27 school 
districts providing Reading Recovery 
as an early intervention in Georgia 
during the aforementioned period . 
These students were selected because 
the districts agreed to take part in the 
study after reviewing instructions for 
participation . 

The Reading Recovery participant 
group consisted of students who 
completed a full series of lessons and 
were in first, second, third, or fourth 
grade during the 2003–04 school 
year . A full series of lessons typically 
consists of 12–20 weeks of individu-
alized instruction . Students in the 

Reading Recovery participant group 
either had Reading Recovery lessons 
discontinued because they attained 
grade-level performance in reading 
and writing or were recommended 
for further evaluation and/or supple-
mental instruction because they had 
not attained grade-level performance 
in reading and writing . Reading 
Recovery lessons end when a student 
attains reading and writing levels that 
enable continued progress with class-
room instruction or, if after 20 weeks 
of instruction, it is determined that 
a student requires additional supple-
mental support to progress (Clay, 
2005) . During 2003–04, the average 
complete intervention for Georgia 
Reading Recovery students was 15–
17 weeks of supplemental individual 
tutoring (Duncan & Thornton-Reid, 
2004) . 

The Reading Recovery group in 
this study was compared to their 
peers (comparison group of non-
Reading Recovery participants) in 
the five counties who agreed to take 
part in the study . Table 2 lists the 
number of complete intervention 
children in Reading Recovery and 
their peers (comparison group) in the 
five counties in Grades 1, 2, 3, and 
4 who took the Georgia Criterion-
Referenced Competency Test in the 
spring of 2004 . 

As researchers collected subsequent 
data, subject attrition for the Reading 
Recovery group participant group was 
evident . Although attrition possibly 
occurred for the comparison group, 
specific data relevant to the degree 
of attrition for the comparison were 
not collected . Thus, recommended 
analyses to determine the exact 
impact of attrition were not com-
pleted (Goodman & Blum, 1996) . In 
spite of sampling bias attrition, the 
size of the sample for each participant 

category provides confidence that the 
observed attrition does not adversely 
affect the results of this study . Table 
3 lists the total number of students 
in a particular grade-level cohort who 
were Reading Recovery participants 
as first-grade students .

Design
This relational study was a posttest 
only between-group, nonequivalent 
group design . Literacy achievement 
was the variable of interest . The vari-
able of interest was analyzed to deter-
mine the number of complete inter-
vention Reading Recovery students 
and general population students who 
met or did not meet the academic cri-
teria to be considered on grade level 
according to the measure for reading 
evaluated in the Georgia CRCT . 

Table 2.  Number of Children  
in Participant Groups 

Group Grade n

Reading Recovery 1 335 
Complete 2 470  
Intervention 3 508 
 4 261 
 Total  1,574

Comparison 1 7,619 
Five Districts 2 7,193 
 3 7,248 
 4 7,637 
 Total  29,697

Grand Total  31,271

Table 3.  Number of Reading 
Recovery Participants 
with Complete 
Interventions 

Group Grade n

Reading Recovery 1 658 
Complete 2 759  
Intervention 3 722 
 4 656 
 Total  2,759
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Instrument
The 2004 edition of the Georgia 
CRCT assessed student knowledge 
and skills related to the Georgia 
Quality Core Curriculum . Scores 
on all 2004 CRCT reports were 
expressed as scale scores which ranged 
from 150 to 450 for each grade and 
content area (Georgia Department 
of Education, 2005) . Student scores 
on the CRCT placed them in one 
of three groups: (a) fail to meet the 
grade-level criteria (a scale score 
below 300); (b) meet the grade-level 
criteria (a scale score between 300 
and 349); and, (c) exceed the grade-
level criteria (scale score above 350) . 

Modified-Angoff standard setting 
procedures were utilized to determine 
the scale scores required to achieve 
meets criteria or exceeds criteria . 
According to MacCann and Stanley 
(2004), the modified Angoff has been 
extensively researched, used globally 
to evaluate student competence in 
educational settings, and used fre-
quently in standard-setting for large-
scale assessments . For the Georgia 
CRCT, after expert judges completed 
several estimates of the proportion 
of students who would answer each 
item correctly, a consistency analysis 
was conducted to produce coherent 
standards across grade levels in con-
tent areas . Thus, scores are equivalent 
across test forms within the same 
content area and grade (Georgia 
Department of Education, 2005) . 
This test is similar to the evaluations 
utilized in other states that track 
grade-level progress in reading, lan-
guage arts, and mathematics .

The section in which we were inter-
ested was reading comprehension . 
This section was given to every first-, 
second-, third-, and fourth-grade 
student statewide . For our purposes, 
given the goal of Reading Recovery, 

this study compared the performance 
levels of two groups: (a) failed to 
meet grade-level criteria; and, (b) met 
or exceeded the criteria . 

Results
In the spring of 2004, all elemen-
tary students in Grades 1, 2, 3, 
and 4 were tested statewide using 
the Georgia Criterion Reference 
Competency Test (CRCT) . 
Following the test administration, 
local school system data coordina-
tors forwarded individual student 
answer documents to the Georgia 
Department of Education vendor . 
After scanning and scoring the 
documents, the vendor transmitted 
individual student results and sum-
mary reports to local school systems . 
Likewise, the Georgia Department 
of Education generated state, system, 
and school performance data from a 
file of all results provided by the ven-
dor . The data are available in a public 
file on the department’s website .

In addition to the data available on 
the website, school personnel within 
local school systems implementing 
Reading Recovery as an early inter-
vention identified all participants 
who received a complete intervention 
and were administered the CRCT 
during the 2003–04 school year . As 
individual results on the CRCT are 

only reported to local school systems, 
school personnel identified each 
participant’s Reading Recovery status 
(discontinued or recommended), 
grade level, and CRCT literacy score . 
No identifiable information was 
included in the data file submitted 
directly to the researcher by the local 
school system representative . 

Data were analyzed utilizing non-
parametric chi-squares . Each variable 
was reduced to simple dichotomies 
of pass–fail . In addition, as the 
association between variables was of 
interest—specifically the number of 
students falling into particular cat-
egories—chi-squares were determined 
to be the best method of analysis . An 
alpha level of  .01 was used for all  
statistical tests . 

Initial examination of the data indi-
cated the proportion of the com-
parison students not meeting the 
Georgia CRCT criteria varied across 
the grades . Although comparison 
group outcomes were similar to the 
statewide results reported by the 
Georgia Department of Education 
for 2003–04 for all Georgia students 
in Grades 1–4 (Georgia Department 
of Education, 2005), percentages 
reported in the achieve or exceed cat-
egory for the comparison group in 
this study were slightly lower . Table 
4 lists the Georgia CRCT results 

Table 4.  Summary of Georgia CRCT Results for Comparison Group and  
All Georgia Students 

  Percent Did Not Percent Achieved 
  Achieve  or Exceeded 
Group Grade Expectation Expectation

Comparison 1 9 91 
 2 18 82 
 3 14 86 
 4 24 76

All Georgia Students 1 8 92 
 2 14 85 
 3 10 90 
 4 22 78 
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for the comparison group, Georgia 
students . 

As CRCT results for the comparison 
group in this study were similar to 
the results for all Georgia students, 
we report a grade-by-grade evaluation 
of the results for Reading Recovery 
participants and the comparison 
group . At the first-grade level, there 
was no significant difference between 
discontinued Reading Recovery stu-
dents and the comparison group (p > 
 .01) . Table 5 summarizes the achieve-
ment levels by percentages .

As seen in Table 6, achievement levels 
for Grade 2 also varied according to 
group membership . When the recom-
mended group was examined along-
side the comparison group, there was 
a statistical difference (χ2

(1)
 = 22 .25 

(7,297); p =  .000) . Although the par-
ticipants who achieved or exceeded 
expectation did differ between the 
discontinued group and the com-
parison group, this analysis showed 
no statistical difference between the 
groups (χ2

(1)
 = 6 .36 (7,559); p >  .01) . 

Student performance levels for the 
three third-grade groups are repre-
sented in Table 7 . For the discontin-
ued group and comparison group, 
more than 85% of the students 
achieved or exceeded the expectation . 
The overall percentage indicated a 
minimal difference; this difference 
did not reach statistical signifi-
cance (χ2

(1)
 =  .207 (7,622); p > .01) . 

However, analyses indicated a statisti-
cally significant difference between 
the recommended and comparison 
group (χ2

(1)
 = 19 .109 (7,382); p < 

 .01) . 

An unusual finding occurred for 
Grade 4 (Table 8), higher percentages 
of both groups of Reading Recovery 
students achieved or exceeded state 
expectations . This is an anomaly . 

Analyses indicated a statistically 
significant difference between the 
discontinued group and the compari-
son group (χ2

(1)
 = 22 .684 (7,854); 

p <  .01) while the overall difference 
between the recommended and com-
parison group did not reach statistical 
significance (χ2

(1)
 = 1 .6 (7,681); p > 

 .01) . 

To summarize the results for all 
four grades, discontinued Reading 
Recovery participants consistently 
achieved or exceeded expectations at 
levels comparable to the comparison 

group . By fourth grade, recom-
mended Reading Recovery students 
achieved these expectations .

Discussion
With regards to the impact of 
Reading Recovery as an intervention, 
the results confirm the notion of the 
two positive outcomes . First, the goal 
of acceleration to shift progress to a 
level of achievement that enables the 
struggling learner to benefit from 
classroom instruction seems appar-
ent for students who successfully 

Table 5.  Summary of Georgia CRCT Grade 1 Results

 Percent Did Not Percent Achieved or 
Group Achieve Expectation Exceeded Expectation 

Reading Recovery Discontinued 7 93

Reading Recovery Recommended 21 79

Comparison 9 91

Table 6.  Summary of Georgia CRCT Grade 2 Results

 Percent Did Not Percent Achieved or 
Group Achieve Expectation Exceeded Expectation 

Reading Recovery Discontinued 13 87

Reading Recovery Recommended 36 64

Comparison 18 82

Table 7.  Summary of Georgia CRCT Grade 3 Results

 Percent Did Not Percent Achieved or 
Group Achieve Expectation Exceeded Expectation 

Reading Recovery Discontinued 13 87

Reading Recovery Recommended 28 72

Comparison 14 86

Table 8.  Summary of Georgia CRCT Grade 4 Results

 Percent Did Not Percent Achieved or 
Group Achieve Expectation Exceeded Expectation 

Reading Recovery Discontinued 10 90

Reading Recovery Recommended 16 84

Comparison 24 76
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complete the series of lessons, and 
services are discontinued . It is the 
ultimate goal of Reading Recovery to 
help students make accelerated prog-
ress so that at-risk students become 
indistinguishable from their on grade-
level peers . Test results for students 
successfully completing Reading 
Recovery (discontinued group) con-
sistently correspond to the results of 
their peers (comparison group) and 
are comparable to the statewide levels 
reported by the Georgia Department 
of Education . This success holds 
steady across the years as revealed 
at the third- and fourth-grade level 
results .

Through Grade 3, no statistically 
significant difference was determined 
between the discontinued group and 
the comparison group . At Grade 4, 
the statistical difference is reflective 
of the increased percentage of discon-
tinued Reading Recovery participants 
who achieved or exceeded expecta-
tion . These results for the discon-
tinued group suggest at each grade 
level students successfully completing 
the Reading Recovery intervention 
achieve the first positive outcome of 
the program and in effect diminish 
the number of learners experiencing 
extreme difficulty with literacy learn-
ing (Askew, et al ., 1998) . In addition, 
these results suggest a shift in the 
trajectory of progress for the strug-
gling young learner from projected 
failure to success within an average 
group setting in a regular classroom, 
thereby closing achievement gaps 
early (Schmitt, et al ., 2005) .

Second, the evidence also seems to 
point to the power of diagnostic 
teaching in planning instruction for 
students identified early as requiring 
longer-term supplemental help . The 
subsequent referral of students recom-

mended for assessment and possibly 
further services after completing 20 
weeks of intervention provides valu-
able diagnostic data for instructional 
assistance that apparently assists with 
reducing the numbers of students 
with difficulties at fourth grade . By 
fourth grade, test outcomes for all the 
Reading Recovery participants in this 
study were indistinguishable from 
their peers . 

The fact that recommended Reading 
Recovery students from preced-
ing first grades potentially receive 
long-term supplemental service as 
a function of being identified early 
as needing continued support must 
be mentioned as an explanation for 
the extremely positive results for the 
Reading Recovery students in the 
fourth grade . Another possible expla-
nation is the utilization of third grade 
as a benchmark . Students who do 
not meet the criteria for the Georgia 
CRCT are likely to be retained in 
third grade . Thus, there is the pos-
sibility that the inclusion of students 
who had been retained in third 
grade may impact the percentage of 
students who achieved or exceeded 
expectation in fourth grade . 

In addition, the dramatic outcomes 
of all Reading Recovery students in 
comparison to their peers may be 
attributed to the fourth-grade slump 
(Chall & Jacobs, 2003) . Described 
as a seemingly deceleration of read-
ing achievement (Chall, Jacobs, & 
Baldwin, 1990) the fourth-grade 
slump seems to occur as students 
transition to becoming more mature 
readers . Although seemingly the 
phenomenon of the slump would 
impact each group equally, perhaps 
the power of intervening early lessens 
the impact of the fourth-grade slump 
for Reading Recovery participants . 

Likewise the diagnostic teaching in 
Reading Recovery encourages the 
variable use of a variety of strategies 
that lead to the ability to problem 
solve and approach texts more flex-
ibly . Perhaps the effect of Reading 
Recovery enables students to adapt 
to the new kinds of texts found in 
fourth grade . Thus, the numbers of 
students in the comparison group 
experiencing difficulty in fourth grade 
may have increased while the num-
bers of Reading Recovery students 
experiencing difficulty in the fourth 
grade may have diminished .

Although this study is limited in 
scope to students in five counties in 
Georgia and by the possible impact of 
attrition, differences in achievement 
outcomes on the CRCT were observ-
able by group membership . These 
differences seem to change over time, 
particularly by Grade 4 . Note the 
intent is not to imply that Reading 
Recovery was the only contributing 
factor to student performance, but 
across the entire sample and with 
comparison to all Georgia students, 
participation in the intervention 
made a difference for struggling low-
achieving students . 

Conclusion
Early intervention is a valuable tool 
to assist every administrator in meet-
ing the goal of improving student 
achievement in literacy . The findings 
in this study lend support to the con-
tribution of early intervention, par-
ticularly one-to-one instruction as a 
best fit for overcoming the challenges 
that exist for struggling literacy learn-
ers . In addition, the logical inference 
is that Reading Recovery impacts 
student achievement and should be 
considered as a viable intervention for 
at-risk first-grade readers .
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Reading Recovery has two goals . 
One is to accelerate the learning in 
order to help the struggling learner 
reach average levels of performance . 
The other is to identify after 12–20 
weeks of intensive diagnostic teach-
ing, those children who require 
continued support to achieve average 
levels of performance . The conclusion 
of these analyses across grade levels 
is that Reading Recovery students 
whose lessons are discontinued are 
indistinguishable from the general 
population at all grade levels exam-
ined . Another conclusion is that the 
recommended Reading Recovery 
students are aided by the intensive 
diagnostic teaching as well as the 
vigorous attempts to provide the rec-
ommended supplemental support to 
see that no child is left behind . The 
evidence from this comparison of 
achievement results strongly suggest 
that Reading Recovery has the poten-
tial of enabling systems to dissemi-
nate resources in a manner that gives 
attention to students requiring longer 
periods of assistance . From the results 
of this study, it appears that both 
goals are being met and that Reading 
Recovery is a good choice to help 
struggling learners make the grade .
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