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RESEARCH  BRIEFS

Examining Outcomes for Special Education Students 
in Reading Recovery and Descubriendo la Lectura
Richard G. Lomax, The Ohio State University, International Data Evaluation Center

Editor’s note: This is the second in a 
series of Research Briefs illustrating 
an analysis of IDEC data beyond the 
annual summary report. Our goal is to  
initiate further discussion and analysis. 

The focus of this brief is on the per-
centage of successfully discontinued 
Reading Recovery® and Descubriendo 
la Lectura students receiving special 
education services, both prior to and 
after the intervention. In other words, 
the research question is whether a 
successful intervention results in 
fewer children needing to receive  
special education services.

From other IDEC reports (e.g., 
Lomax, 2017), the data show over-
whelmingly that students in Read-
ing Recovery and Descubriendo la 
Lectura are brought up to grade level 
in their reading. That is one posi-
tive outcome and the most cited. This 
outcome suggests that children whose 
Reading Recovery and Descubriendo 
la Lectura lessons are successfully dis-
continued are better positioned for 
passing a statewide third-grade read-
ing test (a gatekeeping assessment for 
future educational placement in many 
school settings). 

An outcome not often considered is 
whether the intervention can decrease 
the percentage of children needing 
special education services. Sources 
agree that the cost and number of 

students receiving special education 
services continues to increase annu-
ally. For example, in California just 
over 1 in 10 students are receiving 
special education services. According 
to a 2017 report by the National Edu-
cation Association (NEA), the aver-
age cost per pupil in special education 
is over $9,000 more than students 
in regular education. Obviously, the 
percentages and costs vary by state, 
district (and thus student demograph-
ics), as well as severity of need. Nev-
ertheless, reducing the percentage of 
students receiving such services can 
decrease overall cost per pupil, and 
also decrease other barriers to school 
and career success. 

For the current analysis, the Read-
ing Recovery and Descubriendo la 
Lectura databases were examined for 
the last 5 school years (2016–2017, 

2015–2016, 2014–2015, 2013–2014, 
2012–2013) for students who have 
successfully discontinued from both 
interventions. The results are shown 
in Table 1. Across the 5 most recent 
years of data collection (a) the per-
centage of successfully discontinued 
Reading Recovery students receiving 
special education services decreased 
from 6.0% to 0.6%, and (b) the per-
centage of successfully discontinued 
Descubriendo la Lectura children 
receiving special education services 
decreased from 5.1% to 0.3%. Thus, 
across the interventions, there was 
a decrease of about 5% in children 
needing special education services. 

To put this positive outcome into 
a different perspective, there were 
approximately 125,000 successfully 
discontinued students in these inter-
ventions across the 5 school years. 

Table 1.  Percentage of Children Receiving Special Education Services, Both 
Before and After Successfully Discontinuing Reading Recovery and 
Descubriendo la Lectura Interventions in the United States for the 
2012–2017 School Years

          Reading Recovery     Descubriendo la Lectura
School Year                 Before         After                  Before            After

2016–2017 6.7 0.7 10.9 0.5

2015–2016 6.0 0.7 4.6 0.3

2014–2015 5.8 0.6 4.1 0.4

2013–2014 5.7 0.5 4.8 0.3

2012–2013 5.8 0.6 2.9 0.3

Overall 6.0 0.6 5.1 0.3
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Of those, 7,444 children needed spe-
cial education services prior to the 
intervention, while only 756 chil-
dren needed special education servic-
es after the intervention. Assuming 
an extra $9,000 cost per pupil of 
special education (NEA, 2017), this 
results in a savings of over $60 mil-
lion in a single academic year just for 
those students. In short, the cost of a 
20-week intervention of Reading  

Recovery or Descubriendo la Lectura  
will be substantially less than the 
additional cost of special education 
beyond first grade (especially since 
special education services follow 
most children for multiple grades). 
It would be wise to consider these 
savings when costing out Reading 
Recovery or Descubriendo la Lectura 
in your school or district.
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Partners in Excellence  — Our Associate Members
RRCNA offers a special associate membership level to companies that provide  
top-quality goods and services to the Reading Recovery community. Our  
associate members support Reading Recovery through generous sponsorships, grants, 
donations, and by exhibiting at Reading Recovery conferences throughout North 
America. When you visit their booths at the next conference, be sure to say “thank 
you for all you do for Reading Recovery!”


