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When Clay challenged trainers to 
pursue a redesign of her early inter-
vention for special populations, she 
specified that they establish an infra-
structure and standards to guarantee 
quality control, and that they moni-
tor the effectiveness of the Literacy 
Lessons™ implementation through 
ongoing data collection, research, and 

evaluation. Trialing aspects of initial 
implementations of Literacy Lessons 
has involved attention to observed 
outcomes for both teachers and chil-
dren. Other articles in this issue share 
observational reports and anecdotal 
feedback (see Harmon & Williams; 
Lose & Konstantellou). The foci of 
this article are the reiterative research 
process leading to the current stan-
dards for Literacy Lessons and a 
report of the student data collected 
during the 2016–2017 academic year. 

Developing and implementing a new 
innovation is complex and time con-
suming as it involves a reiterative pro-
cess that allows for ongoing revisions 
of practice based on each year’s out-
comes. Data are collected and ana-
lyzed annually to evaluate outcomes 
and identify needs for revisions; thus, 
learning is ongoing and enhance-

ments are based on evidence. This 
was considered key to establishing 
the Literacy Lessons intervention. For 
while the Literacy Lessons innovation 
is based on the theory, research, and 
teacher training processes applied in 
Reading Recovery, working with spe-
cial education teachers and teachers 
of English language learners (ELLs) 

offers new challenges, including dif-
ferences in the cultural contexts  
within schools. 

As observed in other contexts,  
successful implementation of new 
innovations is usually planned and 
initiated in stages. Research literature 
has named stages of implementation 
in a variety of ways typically ranging 
from four to six stages (Berman & 
McLaughlin, 1976; Fixsen, Naoom, 
Blasé, Friedman, & Wallace, 2005; 
AI Hub, 2017). For the purposes of 
this article, we have combined some 
of the labels and discuss the Literacy 
Lessons development process based 
on three stages — initiation/explora-
tion, implementation, and incorpora-
tion/full implementation. We follow 
this with discussion of the analysis of 
the 2016–2017 Literacy Lessons data.

In the 2005 edition of Literacy  

Lessons Designed for Individuals  

Part One, Marie Clay wrote that 

“Reading Recovery training for 

teachers of special education  

children had been approved and 

supervised from time to time [and 

that] the new title of the book 

acknowledges that these things 

have occurred and implies that 

further exploration of working 

with some special education  

children is appropriate” (Clay, 

2005, p. ii). 

In 2006, Clay challenged the 

Reading Recovery® trainers in 

North America to share what  

had been learned about teaching 

students who struggle to learn to 

read and write with other special-

ist teachers (i.e., special education 

teachers and teachers of English 

language learners). As a result of 

her request, a group of trainers 

within the North American  

Trainers Group (NATG) began 

the discussion of how to design 

this new innovation at their  

September 2006 meeting.

Any new innovation will have to prove itself. Still in its 
infancy, Literacy Lessons data show promising results.
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Implementing a New 
Innovation

Initiation/Exploration
The Initiation/Exploration stage is 
the planning stage. For trainers in the 
U.S., this followed Marie Clay’s sug-
gestion during the September 2006 
meeting of the International Read-
ing Recovery Trainers Organization 
(IRRTO) that a Literacy Lessons 
trademark be secured in each coun-
try with Reading Recovery. Follow-
ing that challenge, a committee of 
Reading Recovery trainers met in 
Columbus, OH, to begin planning 
the innovation and designing the 
training for Literacy Lessons teach-
ers. Central to this plan were Clay’s 
four non-negotiables for a Literacy 
Lessons implementation. (See Lose 
& Konstantellou this issue for dis-
cussion of Clay’s four non-negotiable 
components.)

The outcome of the meeting was a 
draft of standards for Literacy Les-
sons training and tentative plans for 
university training centers (UTCs) 
to begin trialing this innovation. In 
2007–2008, The Ohio State Univer-
sity secured the U.S. trademark for 
Literacy Lessons for use by sites that 
meet the annual requirements for 
implementation of the Literacy  
Lessons innovation. A key require-
ment of this trademark program is 
the collection of data on all Literacy 
Lessons children served.

Implementation
Implementation is a crucial stage 
when the project must be translated 
into practice. Initially, trainers at  
four UTCs began working with 
teacher leaders and teachers to trial 
Literacy Lessons training. Informal  
data were gathered and reported 
annually to NATG.

Based on discoveries gleaned from 
observations of the first years of Lit-
eracy Lessons training and analyses 
of the student data, the standards and 
processes for Literacy Lessons imple-
mentations were revised for clarifica-
tion. In 2013, a task force of trainers 
initiated work with the International  
Data Evaluation Center (IDEC) to 
formulate research questions for the 
annual assessment and to identify  
needed data and establish a standard-
ized process for collecting the data. 
Again, the processes of trialing, eval-
uating, and refining the research 
methodology was a reiterative cycle 
with the goal of seeking outcome 
data that would clearly answer ques-
tions useful to all stakeholders. This 
has been a 3-year process, and it is 
continuing. Informed by this year’s 
results, descriptions of status catego-
ries (described with the data report-
ed below) will be further refined 
and related questions will be revised 
for the 2017–2018 data collection 
process. 

There is still work to do and chal-
lenges to solve. The training of Lit-
eracy Lessons teachers seems to be 
working well and UTCs are pro-
viding professional development for 
teacher leaders who are training and 
supporting Literacy Lessons teachers; 
however, the content of teacher leader 
training has not been formalized at 
the national level. Recently, a second 
NATG task force was convened to 
work on the content and support that 
would be beneficial to these teacher 
leaders. Refinement will continue to 
be an ongoing process.

Incorporation/Full Implementation
The term incorporation, or full 
implementation, is used to denote 
the final stage in innovation. At this 
stage, the innovative practice loses its 

“special” status and becomes insti-
tutionalized as regular practice. The 
decision to incorporate the innovation 
as regular practice “may involve more 
than the success or failure of the proj-
ect during its trial period. Economic, 
political, and organizational pres-
sures and constraints may play major 
roles in determining the innovation’s 
future” (Berman & McLaughlin, 
1976, p. 350.) This has certainly been 
true of Reading Recovery, as reported  
in the evaluation of the i3 scale-up 
report (May, Sirinides, Gray, & Gold-
sworthy, 2016). Despite the positive 
outcomes for children who struggle 
to learn to read and write, and the 
fact that many schools and districts 
have institutionalized Reading Recov-
ery as regular practice, there are still 
many factors at play that keep schools 
from either electing to implement 
this proven intervention or from pur-
suing full implementation of Read-
ing Recovery within their schools or 
districts. It is assumed that Literacy 
Lessons implementation will face the 
same challenges.

Any new innovation will have to 
prove itself. Still in its infancy, Lit-
eracy Lessons data show promising 
results. It will take several years to 
collect enough data to begin to see 
patterns emerge that inform which 
categories of children best benefit 
from the intervention, how long it 
takes for different categories of chil-
dren to benefit from the intervention, 
if those gains are sustained, and if so, 
under what conditions. 

2016–2017 Data Analysis
The next sections address the Literacy  
Lessons data collected during the 
2016–2017 school year. A summary 
of the characteristics of the partici-
pants is followed by analyses of the 
outcomes (means and effect sizes) 
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for the ELL and special education 
(SPED) subsamples of Literacy  
Lessons children.

An Observation Survey of Early Liter-
acy Achievement (Clay, 2013) is used 
as an assessment for the interven-
tion. As detailed in the current data 
report, students who were identi-
fied for Literacy Lessons instruction 
at the beginning of the school year 
with the Observation Survey were re-
assessed at the end of the school year 
to determine each student’s acquisi-
tion of an effective literacy process-
ing system. Unlike Reading Recovery, 
with an endpoint of 20 weeks, stu-
dents may stay in the Literacy Les-
sons intervention until they meet the 
goal of obtaining an early literacy 
processing system. The range of stu-
dents typically served in Literacy Les-
sons is Grades 1–4; a few students in 
Grades 5–6 were served during the 
2016–2017 academic year. The deci-
sion to include these older students 
was based on careful consideration of 
students’ needs by the teacher lead-
er, teacher, and school team, and by 
examination of their performance on 
the Observation Survey.

The goal of Literacy Lessons instruc-
tion is to build an early literacy pro-
cessing system as a foundation for 
further learning. Students considered 
successful demonstrate an early lit-
eracy processing system even if they 
are not reading at grade-level expec-
tations. For example, a successful 
fourth-grade Literacy Lessons stu-
dent, who has obtained a strong early 
literacy processing system, may not be 
reading on a fourth-grade level at the 
end of his series of lessons. 

How many students were taught in 
Literacy Lessons, what were the  
student characteristics, and what 
was their end-of-year status?

Characteristics of participants 
In 2016–2017, Literacy Lessons was 
implemented by 13 UTCs responsi-
ble for overseeing the intervention in 
schools located in 17 states (as shown 
in Table 1). There were 223 teachers  
trained to deliver the Literacy Les-
sons intervention, with support from 
70 teacher leaders in 56 training sites 
serving 191 schools in 70 school dis-
tricts. These teachers taught 382 Lit-
eracy Lessons children (237 SPED 
and 145 ELL). The teachers-in-train-
ing additionally taught Reading 
Recovery lessons to 270 first-grade 
children as part of their training 
experience, and hence the reported 
Reading Recovery eligible students.

The category RR Eligible Students 
refers to children who were identi-
fied as needing Reading Recovery 
and were taught by Literacy Les-
sons teachers-in-training. As detailed 
in the Standards and Guidelines of 
Literacy Lessons in the United States 
(2013, updated 2015), Literacy Les-
sons teachers-in-training begin their 
training studying Reading Recovery 
theory and procedures and instruct-
ing first-grade children qualifying for 

Reading Recovery. There is one addi-
tional stipulation in the standards:  
During training, Literacy Lessons 
intervention specialists select their 
Reading Recovery eligible students 
after the Reading Recovery teachers 
have selected the lowest children in 
the first-grade cohort for their  
caseloads. Therefore, the next-lowest 
children are assigned to the Literacy  
Lessons teachers-in-training. Data 
for these Reading Recovery eligible 
students are submitted by Literacy 
Lessons teachers-in-training and are 
analyzed separately.

What follows are student demograph-
ics for the 2016–2017 Literacy Les-
sons students. Of all participants, 
73% of the SPED students and 53% 
of the ELL students were boys; 74% 
of SPED students and 83% of ELL 
students were eligible for free or 
reduced lunch. As shown in Table 2, 
children were mainly from Grades 1 
and 2 and represented different eth-
nic backgrounds and a variety of dis-
ability groupings. Additionally, the 
majority of both groups were in regu-
lar classrooms, although 13% were in 
self-contained SPED classrooms and 
4% were in bilingual classrooms. In 
addition to regular classroom instruc-
tion, 51% of the SPED students also 
received additional SPED services 
and 30% of the ELL students had 
additional English as a second lan-
guage (ESL) services. The most-prev-
alent disability descriptors reported 
for this group of SPED students are 
a specific learning disability (36.7%) 
and developmental delay (13.8%). 
Fifty-seven percent of these ELL stu-
dents are categorized with a speech 
and language impairment. 

End-of-year status
For the purposes of the current data 
collection, report, and analyses, five  

Table 1.  Participation in Literacy 
Lessons in the United 
States, 2016–2017 

Entity n

University Training Centers 13 

Teacher Training Sites 56 

States  17 

School Systems 70 

School Buildings 191 

Teacher Leaders 70 

Teachers 223 

LL SPED Students 237 

LL ELL Students 145 

RR Eligible Students 270
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status categories for Literacy Lessons 
students were applied. Defined below, 
three categories indicative of literacy  
performance were determined by 
Observation Survey testing and  
Literacy Lessons teacher judgement at 
the end of the school year. The five 
status categories:

•  Literacy Lessons No Longer 
Needed: A student who has 
reached the goal of Literacy 
Lessons by demonstrating an 
effective early literacy process-
ing system as documented by 
Observation Survey scores and 
Literacy Lessons teacher obser-
vations. This may or may not 
indicate that a student is per-
forming at grade-level literacy  
expectations.

•  Continue with Literacy Lessons: 
A student who is making 
progress in developing an early 
literacy processing system as 
documented by Observation 
Survey results and Literacy 
Lessons teacher observations. 
The student appears to need 
more time in Literacy Lessons 
to secure a strategic processing 
system that will allow him/her 
to continue to move forward 
without ongoing individual 
instruction. 

•  Other: A student who has been 
recommended for other literacy 
intervention support by the 
school team. 

•  Moved: A student who moved 
from the school before com-
pleting the intervention.

•  None of the Above: A student 
whose lessons were ended for 
external reasons.

Across all grades, 49% of SPED stu-
dents and 51% of ELL students dem-
onstrated progress from fall to spring 

Table 2.  Description of Literacy Lessons Students in the United States,  
2016–2017 

   SPED            ELLs
Description n      col % n      col %

Grade Level

Grade 1 98 41.4 62 100.0

Grade 2 58 24.5 49 33.8

Grade 3 37 15.6 22 15.2

Grade 4 31 13.1 7 4.8

Grade 5 11 4.6 4 2.8

Grade 6 2 0.8 1 0.7

TOTAL 237 100.0 145 100.0

Race/Ethnicity

American Indian/Alaskan Native, not Hispanic 1 0.4 0 0.0

Asian, not Hispanic 4 1.8 23 16.4

Black, not Hispanic 40 17.7 20 14.3

Hispanic, any race 44 19.5 76 54.3

Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, not Hispanic 1 0.4 1 0.7

White, not Hispanic 129 57.1 20 14.3

Some other race, not Hispanic 1 0.4 0 0.0

Multiple races, not Hispanic 6 2.7 0 0.0

TOTAL 226 100.0 140 100.0

Disability

Autism 14 6.4 0 0.0

Deafness 1 0.5 0 0.0

Hearing impairment 2 0.9 1 7.1

Cognitive or intellectual disability 17 7.8 0 0.0

Multiple disabilities 7 3.2 0 0.0

Orthopedic impairment 1 0.5 0 0.0

Other health impairment 20 9.2 0 0.0

Emotional disturbance 10 4.6 0 0.0

Specific learning disability 80 36.7 1 7.1

Speech and language impairment 17 7.8 8 57.1

Traumatic brain injury 1 0.5 0 0.0

Visual impairment 1 0.5 0 0.0

Developmental delay 30 13.8 2 14.3

Some other disability 17 7.8 1 14.3

TOTAL 218 100.0 14 100.0
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assessments in the acquisition of an 
early literacy processing system as 
assessed on the Observation Survey 
and confirmed by teacher judgment.  
Of this set of SPED students, 22% 
were found to have an effective early 
literacy processing system; and there-
fore, they were no longer in need of 
individual Literacy Lessons. Another 
27% of the SPED students who dem-
onstrated progress in Literacy Lessons 
were recommended to continue this 
individual treatment to allow them 
ongoing support to secure a firm  
literacy processing system.  

Of the ELL students who demon-
strated progress during Literacy  
Lessons instruction, 37% demon-
strated they no longer needed indi-
vidual lessons as they had acquired 
an early effective literacy processing 
system, confirmed by Observation 
Survey assessments and teacher judg-
ment. Fourteen percent of these ELL 
students were recommended to con-
tinue with Literacy Lessons to allow 
them to receive ongoing individual 
lessons supporting their progress in 
acquiring an early literacy processing 
system. It is noted that among those 
students (SPED and ELL) whose Lit-
eracy Lessons were ended due to their 
success in securing a literacy pro-
cessing system were students who 
may need additional literacy support 
to achieve grade-level expectations; 
however, individual instruction did 
not appear necessary to ensure their 
ongoing growth and achievement in 
early literacy.  

Alternative/other recommendations 
for continuing services were made for 
42% of SPED and 35% of ELL stu-
dents. The intervention was stopped 
due to external reasons for 6% of the 
SPED students and 9% of the ELL 
students; and 3% of SPED and 6% 
of ELL students moved from the 
school before completing the inter-

Figure 1.  Intervention Status of SPED Literacy Lessons Students Served in 
the United States, 2016–2017 
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Figure 2.  Intervention Status of ELL Literacy Lessons Students Served in the 
United States, 2016–2017 
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vention. Percentages for these same 
categories are further subdivided by 
grade, as shown in Figures 1 and 2 
(note that results are not shown in 
these figures for Grade 6 due to very 
small sample sizes; n = 2 in SPED 
and n = 1 in ESL).

If a Literacy Lessons student was rec-
ommended for an alternative literacy 
intervention (i.e., assigned the status 
category of Other), the Literacy Les-
sons teacher was asked to indicate the 

specific plan for ongoing instruction-
al support. These recommendations 
are detailed in Table 3. 

Results reveal that the largest percent-
ages of both SPED and ELL students 
across all grade levels were assigned to 
small-group literacy instruction with 
an appropriate specialist (SPED or 
ESL teacher) or with another inter-
vention specialist, e.g., 52.9% of 
Grade 1, SPED students; 61.9% of 
Grade 1, ELL students. These recom-

mended actions were suggested rath-
er than continuing with individual 
Literacy Lessons which had a posi-
tive impact on their literacy learning, 
as discussed further below. The data 
do not reveal why these recommen-
dations were made and thus present 
questions for further exploration. 

One additional finding reported in 
this data and presented in Table 4 
was the loss of access to Literacy Les-
sons. In many instances, this was due 

Table 3.  Recommendations for Literacy Lessons Students Who Need Additional Support Toward Literacy Expectations 
in the United States, 2016–2017 

       Grade 1      Grade 2    Grade 3    Grade 4 Grade 5
Recommended Action n    col % n    col % n    col % n    col % n    col %

SPED 

Small literacy group with LL teacher 5 14.7 1 4.0 3 17.6 1 7.1 0 0.0

Small literacy group with classroom teacher 1 2.9 0 0.0 1 5.9 0 0.0 0 0.0

Small literacy group with a SPED/ESL 
teacher or another interventionist/specialist 18 52.9 14 56.0 10 58.8 8 57.1 6 85.7

Individual intervention with a  
specialist teacher 4 11.8 3 12.0 0 0.0 4 28.6 0 0.0

Placement in self-contained SPED class 2 5.9 3 12.0 2 11.8 0 0.0 1 14.3

Other 4 11.8 4 16.0 1 5.9 1 7.1 0 0.0
 

ELL 

Small literacy group with LL teacher 3 14.3 5 29.4 1 11.1 0 0.0 0 0.0

Small literacy group with classroom teacher 4 19.0 1 5.9 1 11.1 0 0.0 0 0.0

Small literacy group with a SPED/ESL 
teacher or another interventionist/specialist 13 61.9 6 35.3 4 44.4 0 0.0 1 50.0

Other 1 4.8 5 29.4 3 33.3 0 0.0 1 50.0

Table 4.  External Reasons for Ending Literacy Lessons in the United States, 2016–2017 

       Grade 1      Grade 2    Grade 3    Grade 4 Grade 5
Reasons n    col % n    col % n    col % n    col % n    col %

Literacy Lessons no longer available in school 6 35.3 1 14.3 1 33.3 0 0.0 0 0.0

Other 10 58.8 6 85.7 2 66.7 0 0.0 1 100.0

Placement or IEP change 1 5.9 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0
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to the unavailability of Literacy Les-
sons in these schools (e.g., 35.3% 
for Grade 1) or a change of place-
ment due to a student’s IEP. More 
often, Literacy Lessons was ended due 
to other, external reasons which are 
unexplained in the data, an addition-
al focus of ongoing exploration.

What was the yearlong progress of 
Literacy Lessons students (SPED and 
ELL) on the Observation Survey?

Examining OS task performance
The means and magnitude of mean 
differences (i.e., effect sizes) in fall 
and year-end testing are considered 
next. Table 5 displays the individ-
ual task scores from the Observa-
tion Survey at fall and year-end for 
SPED and ELL children separately. 
Unfortunately, there is no appropri-
ate comparison group for the Litera-
cy Lessons intervention as there is in 
Reading Recovery (i.e., random sam-
ple or tested-not-instructed). 

The right columns denote the effect 
sizes in terms of standardized mean 
differences (positive values indicate 
that the year-end mean was greater 
than the fall mean value). Note that 
the effect size measure utilized was 
Cohen’s d (Cohen, 1988; Lomax & 
Hahs-Vaughn, 2012), which is in the 

metric of a standard deviation. Thus, 
a value of d = +1.00 would indicate 
that the children had a mean score 
increase from fall to year-end of one 
standard deviation. A common stan-
dard to judge d is that .2 is a small 
effect size, .5 a medium effect size, 
and .8 a large effect size. 

For all Observation Survey tasks 
and for both populations (SPED 
and ELL), mean scores substantial-
ly increased from fall to year-end, 
with medium to very large effect sizes 
(ranging from 0.6 to 2.7). More spe-
cifically, the effect sizes representing 
change from fall to year-end were as 
follows: Text Reading Level (SPED 
2.4, ELL 2.7), Writing Vocabulary 
(SPED 2.2, ELL 2.5), Hearing and 
Recording Sounds in Words (SPED 
0.9, ELL 1.1), Letter Identification 
(SPED 0.6, ELL 0.7), Ohio Word 
Test (SPED 1.5, ELL 1.8), and Con-
cepts About Print (SPED 1.2, ELL 
1.6). It should be noted that the 
smallest effect size (the only one not 
being in the larger and above range 
of effect sizes) was for Letter Identifi-
cation. This task had a ceiling effect 
in this study as by year-end the mean 
was at the ceiling. In addition, the 
smallest effect sizes occur for basic 
items of knowledge (Letter Identifi-
cation, Concepts About Print, Hear-

ing and Recording Sounds in Words) 
as students from higher grades tend 
to already be near the ceiling. The 
largest effect sizes are for higher-lev-
el tasks (Text Reading Level, Writing 
Vocabulary) where there is still room 
for development amongst the older 
children. Overall, SPED and ELL 
children increased by about a stan-
dard deviation and a half, when aver-
aged across the Observation Survey 
measures (SPED 1.5, ELL 1.7). Effect 
sizes in text reading level for SPED 
and ELL students respectively were 
2.4 and 2.7 which shows that these 
subgroups of children were making 
excellent progress in orchestrating 
items in the service of developing an 
early literacy processing system.

By examining the means and effect 
sizes from fall to year-end for all par-
ticipating SPED and ELL students, 
we find that on average, all students 
are benefitting from the Literacy Les-
sons intervention. However, we also 
observed many students (see Figures 
1 and 2) referred for other literacy 
interventions after a series of lessons 
rather than continuing in this inter-
vention to reach the goal of obtaining 
an early literacy processing system. 
As stated above, this suggests further 
investigation to understand rationales 
for such recommendations.

Table 5.  Mean Fall and Year-End Observation Survey Task Scores with Effect Sizes for All SPED and ELL Literacy 
Lessons Students in the United States, 2016–2017 

 
 SPED ELL Effect Size (d)
Observation Survey Task Fall  Year-End Fall  Year-End SPED  ELL

Text Reading Level 3.8 13.8 3.2 15.8 2.4 2.7 

Writing Vocabulary 16.1 43.0 16.2 49.0 2.2 2.5 

Hearing and Recording Sounds in Words 22.1 33.0 22.4 33.5 0.9 1.1 

Letter Identification 47.2 52.7 44.7 52.3 0.6 0.7 

Ohio Word Test 7.3 16.4 6.5 17.0 1.5 1.8 

Concepts About Print 14.2 19.4 12.7 19.4 1.2 1.6
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Discussion and 
Conclusions
Any new innovation requires time 
to develop, implement, and validate. 
Because of the 30-plus-year history 
of Reading Recovery implementation 
in the U.S., there are structures in 
place, models to follow, and profes-
sionals knowledgeable about working 
with struggling readers and writers. 
Because Literacy Lessons may only be 
implemented in schools that imple-
ment Reading Recovery, school offi-
cials and teachers may already value 
the complex theory and one-to-one 
teaching for the lowest students. 

It will be important to continue the 
reiterative research process to improve 
data collection processes, to yield 
information about implementation 
factors affecting outcomes, and to 
secure a better understanding of the 
impact of outcomes on both SPED 
and ELL students. An immediate 
revision to the data collection process  
for 2017–2018 will be changes to the 
student status categories in order to 
better reflect the outcomes for all 
participants. Additional questions to 
pursue are suggested by the observed 
numbers of students who no longer 
have access to Literacy Lessons, as 
well as clarification of the other  
services recommended for exiting  
Literacy Lessons students and why. 

Marie Clay challenged Reading 
Recovery professionals to share what 
is known with other specialist teach-
ers (see Konstantellou & Lose, 2009). 
As the data shows, the innovation, 
Literacy Lessons, is improving the 
opportunities for literacy learning for 
a wider range of children in need of 
an early literacy processing system. It 
is an intervention with promise.
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