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During the decade between 1966 and 
1976, Dr. Marie M. Clay was con-
cerned with documenting how young 
children developed literacy, includ-
ing the special population of chil-
dren who were attempting to acquire 
English as an additional language. 
Her research led to a central elegant 
question, “What is possible when we 
change the design and delivery of  
traditional education for children  
that teachers find hard to teach?” 
(Clay, 1993, p. 97) which led her to 
design, test and implement Reading  
Recovery® in New Zealand. From 
its inception, Reading Recovery pro-
cedures and practices were designed 
to meet the diverse learning needs of 
individual children.

Language is a central component of 
Clay’s theoretical perspective, as the 
written word is language. Clay (2016) 
explains that both reading and writ-
ing “involve linking invisible patterns 
of oral language with visible symbols” 
(p. 5). Every language is extremely 
complex, full of subtle intricacies 
and distinctions that native speakers 
are not even aware of. Nevertheless, 
children ‘master’ their first language 
in about 5 or 6 years and become 
adept at reformulating their phrases 
and sentences to ensure that their 
ideas and messages are understood. 
Clay (2015a) states, “every sentence 
the child constructs is a hypothesis 

about language” (p. 69). Therefore, 
the more opportunities children have 
to communicate, the more they learn 
about expressing themselves. In this 
way, oral language development is a 
child’s first self-extending system. As 
children begin to make sense of the 
written code by linking world know-
ledge, linguistic knowledge, and pho-
nological knowledge together, the 
child who has a larger and more flex-
ible linguistic reservoir has a greater 
foundation upon which to choose, 
as Clay (2015a) explains, “he simply 
has to select the appropriate struc-
tures from his speech repertoire” (p. 
82). However, it is well understood 
that not all children come to literacy 
learning with the prior experienc-
es with print or the same language 
abilities.

The Reading Recovery lesson design 
provides a personalized space to 
expand the oral language competen-
cies of children participating in the 
intervention. The individualized, 
one-to-one lesson structure allows for 
increased opportunities for students 
to participate and engage in personal-
ized conversation. Clay (2015a) states, 
“We have known for a long time that 
conversation in the company of an 
adult was the best tutorial situation 
in which to raise the child’s language 
functioning to a high level” (p. 70). 
For children who are acquiring  

English as an additional language, 
this frequent and sustained access to 
an adult language model is critical for 
early literacy success.

Reading Recovery teachers must be 
intentional and purposeful when 
planning for and instructing all stu-
dents. For English language learn-
ers (ELL) students, this may include 
spending more time focusing on oral 
language development. This thought-
fulness may also include being aware 
of the idiosyncrasies in the English 
language, such as the lack of gender-
specific word endings; the curious 
nature of prepositions; and how the 
inflection of words can impact the 
meaning of a sentence. 

Study Rationale
Since the year 2000, the United 
States has seen a steady increase in 
the number of ELL students in public 
schools (National Center for Educa-
tion Statistics, 2018). This increase is 
also represented in Reading Recovery, 
 as more than 6,000 ELL students 
were served in 2017–2018, making up 
17.7% of all students. All too often, 
ELL students are isolated in their 
school environments, and Reading 
Recovery has demonstrated, success-
fully, the ability to adapt and meet 
the needs for accelerating their early 
literacy progress. As noted in the 
recent i3 randomized control 
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trial, Reading Recovery showed  
positive impacts on students’ reading 
achievement, particularly ELL stu-
dents, who represented 19% of the 
total sample. The authors concluded, 
“Treatment students who participated 
in Reading Recovery outperformed 
students in the control group on the 
Total Reading battery of the ITBS, 
Reading Comprehension and Read-
ing Words subscales of the ITBS, and 
the OS… Moreover, these findings 
were generally similar for students 
attending schools in rural [areas] and 
their counterparts in non-rural areas 
and for ELL students and their non-
ELL counterparts” (May, Sirinides, 
Gray, & Goldsworthy, 2016, p. 44). 

Knowing what we know about the 
impact of intentional and purpose-
ful practice in Reading Recovery, 
we began to wonder if this impact is 
represented historically in the Inter-
national Data Evaluation Center 
(IDEC) data. Specifically, our  
investigation looked to answer the 
following research questions: 

1.  Are the findings of the i3  
evaluation study represented 
historically in IDEC data?

2.  How does the discontinuation 
rate of ELL students compare 
to non-ELL students?

3.  How does the early literacy  
progress of ELL students 
compare to random sample 
students?

Methodology and Results

Research question #1:  
Are the findings of the i3 evaluation  
study represented historically in 
IDEC data?
To answer the first research ques-
tion, we followed the methodology 
design from the i3 evaluation study 

(May et al., 2016). The evaluation 
examined two groups of students — a 
treatment group and a control group. 
The treatment group were students 
who received Reading Recovery at 
the start of the year and the control 
group were students who received 
Reading Recovery at the middle of 
the year. We divided students in a 
similar manner for this examina-
tion. We did not conduct any ran-
dom assignment, as was conducted 
for the i3 evaluation study, and only 
focused on the growth of treatment 
and control students from the start 
to the middle of the year using the 
Observation Survey (Clay, 2013) as 
the sole assessment. The i3 evalua-
tion study computed results using the 
Observation Survey Total Score, and 
our analysis followed this precedence 
as well. 

We computed effect sizes (Glass’s ∆)  
at the start of the year and at the 
middle of the year to examine the 
differences between treatment and 
control group students at those time 
points. For our historical analysis, we 
used 13 years of ELL student data 
from the IDEC database (2005–06 
to 2017–18). Effect sizes for ELL 
students in the i3 study were com-

puted by using the results reported in 
Table A7 of the final i3 report (May 
et al., 2016). Specifically, we used 
the means and standard deviations 
reported for treatment and control 
students reported in the Pooled col-
umn that reports results using ELL 
data from all 4 years of the grant. 
Effects sizes were computed by sub-
tracting the mean Observation Sur-
vey Total Score of control students 
from the mean Observation Survey 
Total Score of treatment students and 
dividing those results by the standard 
deviation of the control students. For 
effect sizes, we used a standard that 
.2 is a small effect size, .5 a medium 
effect size, .8 a large effect size. All 
students were included regardless of 
their intervention outcome.

Figure 1 shows data represented by 
the i3 evaluation study (May et al., 
2016) represented by the solid black 
bars and historical IDEC data, rep-
resented by the black speckled bars 
There is one bar for each year of data 
and they are ordered left to right, 
from 2005–06 to 2017–18.

The i3 evaluation study found large 
positive effects (a value of 1.01) at the 
middle of the school year, as repre-

Figure 1.  Effect Size Comparison of i3 Results and Historical Data
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sented by the right-most black bar in 
Figure 1. Our analysis, represented 
by the speckled bars, show a small 
to medium (-0.36 to -4.9), negative, 
effect size difference between our 
treatment and control students at the 
start of first grade. What this tells  
us is that teachers are selecting the  
hardest-to-teach students, at the start 
of the year. These treatment students 
are starting off the school year lower 
than the control students. This is to 
be expected as that is the policy for 
Reading Recovery. Thus, there is a 
difference in this first set of bars on 
the left, but this difference is caused 
by the difference between the ran-
domization used in the i3 evaluation 
study and the typical Reading  
Recovery procedure of selecting  
students with the lowest fall scores 
first, and not by some anomaly in  
the intervention. 

Looking at the right side of the chart 
you will notice effect size differences 
that were negative and small to medi-
um in the fall have changed to posi-
tive and very large (0.98 to 1.14) by 
the middle of the school year. Our 
analysis found very similar results, as 
those of the i3 evaluation study, repli-
cated again and again for all 13 years. 

Research question #2:  
How does the discontinuation rate of 
ELL students compare to non-ELL 
students?
We used the same 13 years of student 
data from the IDEC database (2005–
06 to 2017–18) to answer the second 
research question. We specifically 
selected students who had the oppor-
tunity to receive a complete inter-
vention. These were either students 
whose interventions were concluded 
because they made accelerated litera-
cy growth, caught up to their peers, 
and showed evidence of having the 

foundations of a self-extending litera-
cy system, or who received 20 weeks 
of the intervention but did not catch 
up to their peers and did not show 
adequate evidence of possessing the 
foundations of a self-extending litera-
cy system. We refer to these students 
as discontinued and recommended stu-
dents, respectively. For each school 
year, for both ELL and non-ELL stu-
dents, we computed the percentage of 
students who were discontinued.

Table 1 shows the total number of 
students, with complete interventions, 
and the percentage of ELL students 
who discontinued, compared to non-
ELL students that discontinued from 
Reading Recovery for 13 years. 

Starting with our ELL students, as 
we go down the rows, we see that 
between 68.7% and 75.3% students 
were discontinued. Over the entire 13 
years of data and 100,156 students, 
72.8% of ELL students were discon-

tinued from Reading Recovery. 
When compared to their non-ELL 
counterparts, we see very similar 
results. As we look down the rows, 
we see that anywhere from 70.2% to 
75.6% non-ELL students were dis-
continued and overall, 73.9% were 
discontinued. Hence, the analysis 
shows that both ELL and non-ELL 
students are discontinuing from 
Reading Recovery in similar portions 
every year for the past 13 years. 

Research question #3:  
How does the early literacy progress 
of ELL students compare to random 
sample students?
As with our previous research ques-
tions, to answer the third research 
question we once again used 13 years 
of student data from the IDEC data-
base (2005–06 to 2017–18). In addi-
tion to the historical data of ELL 
students, we also used data from a 
comparison group of students called 

Table 1.  Percentage of Students by Intervention Status, ELL vs. Non-ELL 
Students, by School Year 

  ELL Students Non-ELL Students 
Year n Discontinued n Discontinued Difference

2005 12,218 75.3% 83,788 75.6% -0.3% 

2006 11,479 72.8% 75,801 73.2% -0.4%

2007 11,035 73.8% 70,302 74.8% -1.1%

2008 9,972 74.6% 64,970 75.2% -0.6%

2009 8,702 74.5% 58,609 74.8% -0.3%

2010 7,481 73.4% 49,404 74.4% -1.0%

2011 6,473 72.5% 41,924 73.6% -1.2%

2012 6,193 72.6% 38,473 74.3% -1.7%

2013 5,978 68.7% 36,332 71.8% -3.2%

2014 5,964 69.2% 35,489 72.5% -3.2%

2015 5,567 71.0% 32,431 73.0% -2.0%

2016 4,924 70.5% 29,490 71.8% -1.3%

2017 4,530 69.8% 26,841 70.2% -0.5%

TOTAL 100,516 72.8% 643,854 73.9% -1.1%

SOURCE: Data collection International Data Evaluation Center, The Ohio State University,  
2005–06 to 2017–18
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the random sample. Each year, about 
half of the schools participating in 
Reading Recovery randomly select 
two first-grade students from the 
entire classroom to be tested at the 
start of the year, the middle of the 
year, and at the end of the year. These 
are the random sample students. 
These students give us a sense of how 
the typically achieving first-grader 
progresses throughout the year. For 
this analysis, we used the population 
of ELL students that received Read-
ing Recovery at the beginning of the 
school year and either discontinued or 
were recommended after 20 weeks of 
intervention. For the purpose of this 
analysis we referred to them as stu-
dents with a complete intervention. 
For the random sample student data, 
we used start-of-the-year and middle-
of-the-year data that were reported in 
the latest version of the U.S. Norms 
for Tasks of An Observation Survey 
of Early Literacy Achievement, which 
can be found in the publications sec-
tion of the IDEC web site, http://
www.idecweb.us/Publications.

We computed effect sizes (Glass’s 
Δ) at the start of the year and at 
the middle of the year and analyzed 
the differences between ELL stu-
dents and the random sample control 
group. These time points represented 
pre- and post-intervention periods for 
our ELL student group. Effect sizes 
were computed by subtracting the 
mean Observation Survey Total Score 
of random sample students from the 
mean Observation Survey Total Score 
of ELL students and dividing those 
results by the standard deviation of 
the random sample students. For the 
random sample, for start-of-the-year 
calculations we used a standard devi-
ation of 53.44 and a mean 432.95 
from a weighted sample 318,433 stu-
dents. For middle-of-the-year calcula-

tions we used a standard deviation of 
43.96 and a mean of 513.19 from a 
weighted sample of 298,678 students 
(D’Agostino, 2012). 

Figure 2 shows the effect size differ-
ences between ELL Reading Recov-
ery students with a complete inter-
vention and the national random 
sample on the Observation Survey 
Total Score. The figure shows effect 
sizes at two time points, at the start 
of the year (leftmost bars) and at the 
middle of the year (rightmost bars). 
For each set of bars, there is one bar 
for each year of data. The bars are 
ordered from left to right from 2005–
06 to 2017–18.

Our results show very large, negative, 
effect size across all years between 
ELL students and random sample 
students (-1.23 to -1.58) at the start 
of first grade. ELL students were 
starting significantly lower than the 
random sample students on the tasks 
measured by the Observation Survey.  
Moving right, to the middle of the 
school year, our findings show a 
change to small, negative, effect sizes 
across the years between ELL Read-
ing Recovery students and random 

sample students (-0.14 to -0.26). 
The Reading Recovery intervention 
has dramatically narrowed the gap 
between the ELL students and the 
random sample.

Discussion
The results of this study demonstrate 
that Reading Recovery is an excep-
tional intervention for English learn-
ers, accelerating early literacy progress 
in ways comparable to native speakers 
across all domains. The explanation 
of why or how these results happen 
with such regularity logically lead us 
to examine the intentional teaching 
decisions and purposeful planning 
that might account for such successes. 
This discussion will explore some of 
the ways in which Reading Recovery 
teachers may design individualized 
lessons to meet the diverse language 
and literacy needs of ELL students. 

Increased attention to oral language
One crucial contributor to Reading 
Recovery’s success record with ELL 
students (and many others) is likely 
the attention to oral language devel-
opment. As Clay stated, “there are no 

Figure 2.  Effect Size Comparison of i3 Results and Historical Data
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quick ways to extend language but 
the best available opportunity for the 
Reading Recovery teacher lies in the 
conversations she has with the child 
in and around his lessons” (2016, p. 
79). In daily lessons, teachers engage 
children in conversations about 
books being read and about interest-
ing things going on in the classroom 
or home environment. Teachers are 
called to use language thoughtfully in 
teaching interactions, using prompts 
that are crisp and clear, avoiding 
unnecessary teacher talk (Clay, 2016). 

Though it is true that children with 
limited language skills need more 
opportunities to talk, this does not 
mean we extend the 30-minute lesson 
time. Instead, teachers use more  
elaborative language or examine 
an illustration with greater care to 
extend vocabulary or background 
knowledge. Teachers have also 
engaged in longer language exchanges 
on the journey to and from the class-
room, before or after the timer has 
gone off. “The teacher and child talk 
about experiences, stories, meanings, 
and messages. The phrases that the 
children construct in these conversa-
tions lead to increased awareness of 
language structures within sentences 
in their writing and reading” (Clay, 
p. 23).

One important way to foster more 
language is to use open-ended ques-
tions/prompts that don’t allow for 
one-word answers, as in this example:

Teacher:   What do you think 
might happen next?

Child:   They play in yard 
again.

Teacher:   I bet they will play in 
the yard again.

Teacher:  What about dad?

Child:   He not kick hard 
anymore.

Teacher:  Or else?

Child:   The ball will get lost…
again.

Teacher:   Yes, if dad kicks it 
hard. 

As Clay (2016) notes, “An open-
ended question can reveal a wealth 
of understanding and can also 
reveal misunderstanding or confu-
sion. Meanings can be negotiated in 
a brief but helpful conversation” (p. 
119.) But this alone may not pro-
vide enough extended practice. Some 
teachers occasionally make use of 
props, such as finger puppets (person-
al communication with Mary Fried) 
to increase oral language exchanges 
as students retell and replay the lan-
guage of a story after reading. Don 
Holdaway described what is happen-
ing in such exchanges when children 
retell or replay stories when he wrote, 
“…the children were not recalling 
the surface structure of favorite sto-
ries but were re-creating new surface 
structures from deeply remembered 
meanings, and from deep syntactic 
relationships associated with those 
meanings” (1979, pp. 84–85).

Extending language during writing
In addition to the language opportu-
nities mentioned above, there is daily 
time in the lesson framework devoted 

to language development during  
the writing portion of the lesson. 
Before writing, the teacher scaffolds 
the child through brief exchanges to 
help the child compose a message. 
This is important because writing 
begins with composing—going from 
ideas in the head to spoken words, to 
printed messages—and is a process 
that needs to be learned (Clay, 2016). 
The teacher first engages the child in 
a genuine conversation about some-
thing meaningful—classroom experi-
ences, home or playground events, or 
a discussion about a book—anything 
that captures the child’s attention 
and interest. The teacher helps the 
child shape thoughts into a sentence 
or two, supporting as needed to “help 
the child to learn more about com-
posing messages by contributing to 
the language he offers” (Clay, p. 81).

Children who are learning English 
may have trouble composing unique 
messages. Teachers sometimes bring 
in a photograph or other objects to 
stimulate language that could lead 
to a composed message. Again, the 
teacher’s decision making before  
writing is critical because

…[T]he sentences that the child 
orally composes are more likely 
to be more complex and varied if 
that oral conversation is preceded 
by a scaffolding conversation in 
which the teacher draws out the 
child’s ideas … sometimes refor-

The results of this study demonstrate that Reading 
Recovery is an exceptional intervention for English 
learners, accelerating early literacy progress in ways 
comparable to native speakers across all domains.
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mulating what the child says in a 
more expanded form. Then that 
language will also be in the air 
for the child’s subsequent appro-
priation into his or her own com-
position. (Cazden, 2001, p. 96)

Another way to help English learners 
is to encourage them to write about 
what they have recently read which 
allows for more opportunity for lan-
guage appropriation as the child can 
‘borrow’ language structures and con-
cepts from the reading rather than 
producing them out of thin air. To 
do so, teachers may lead children 
toward retelling some interesting or 
funny part of the text or have stu-
dents extend the text in some way, or 
by using phrases and concepts with 
the child’s own twists (see Figure 3). 
Writing about what has been read 
allows the child to work with more-
sophisticated language structures and 
vocabulary than they may typically 
produce on their own. “Authors of 
children’s books often include unusu-
al language features which children 
like to repeat” (Clay, Gill, Glynn, 
McNaughton, & Salmon, 2015b,  
p. 36). With more experiences from 
reading and writing messages, chil-
dren begin to adopt and use lan-
guage structures in their own speech 
and recognize them with ease in the 
books that they read later.

Clay also gives guidance about how 
to shift language development during 
writing: 

Help the child to learn more 
about composing messages by 
contributing to the language 
he offers. As you respond to his 
effort stay with his message but 
encourage him to expand on his 
statement—to say a little more 
or tell what happens next. For 
an early writer, accept the child’s 
effort, making minimal change 
only if necessary… (2016, p. 81) 

Clay adds that early on, composing  
can be undermined by too many 
teacher suggestions but when the 
child is more competent, teachers can 
easily suggest how a sentence might 
be more well-packaged, have more 
ideas, or have more variety in  
structure or vocabulary.

Demonstrating flexibility with  
language in the cut-up sentence
The work done each day with the 
cut-up sentence after writing is ben-
eficial to all students because there is 
close alignment between the behav-
iors needed to re-assemble the cut-up 
story and those needed to read text 
successfully. In both settings, chil-
dren must coordinate directional 
movement; demonstrate one-to-one 
correspondence between written 

and spoken words; self-monitor and 
search for information sources; and 
check on letters, sounds, and clusters, 
as well as groupings of words and 
phrases. Furthermore, Clay (2016) 
states that during the cut-up sentence, 
the child “…gives attention to a 
word’s placement among other words 
in the context of a phrase in a way 
that no activity of studying words in 
isolation ever does” (p. 109), offering  
teachers a unique opportunity for 
teaching about language flexibility.

Reading Recovery teachers might 
look for opportunities to help develop 
students’ sense of structure dependent 
on need and skill. Early on the child 
may give more attention to the pho-
neme, letter/cluster level, and gradu-
ally shift towards attending to whole 
words. At some point “…the child 
will start paying attention to alterna-
tive ways of phrasing or arranging the 
word order or the line breaks” (Clay, 
2016, p. 109) which can be especially 
helpful to English language learners. 

In all languages, the position and 
order of words and phrases play a 
considerable role in determining 
meaning. Rules governing what can 
be left out and re-arranged without  
changing meaning can be demon-
strated in the cut-up sentence to 
extend any child’s understanding of 
language structure and foster a sense 
of flexibility that is needed to read, 
speak, and write English. Consider 
Figure 4 that shows a progression of 
complexity in the ways that phrases 
can indicate a point in time. Notice 
the shift that occurs across the text 
gradient of difficulty from sentences 
that have no time references, to sen-
tences with time references that  
happen at the beginning or end, to 
those with time references that occur  
mid-sentence. Language complexity, 
such as this example, is an important 
factor in text difficulty.

Figure 3.  Example of Students’ Writing About Books

Child writing about an 
interesting part

Child adapting language 
structures with his own 
twists

Child extending reading 
by writing a new story 
that combines elements 
from previously read texts
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Now consider Figure 5. After the 
child has assembled the message cor-
rectly, a teacher might demonstrate 
one or more of the following chang-
es in word order and phrase order. 
For example, a very low-level change 
would be for the teacher to rearrange 
the sentence to show that the order of 
mom and dad could be reversed and 
the sentence would mean the same 
thing. A somewhat harder concept 
would be for the teacher to move the 
phrase last night to demonstrate that 
we can explain when something hap-
pens at the beginning, end, or middle 
of a sentence without altering the 
meaning. 

Figure 6 shows a progression of dif-
ficulty for re-arranging this sentence, 
which somewhat mirrors the progres-
sion of language arrangement that 
happens in the gradient of texts used 
in Reading Recovery. This intention-
al practice is an example of what Clay 
(2004) describes as building more 
“access roads—or more networks 

across more neurons! Expanding  
language networks means having 
more alternatives from which to 
choose” (p. 3). 

Reading connected text to develop 
language
It has been long established that the 
volume of reading connected text 
daily leads to reading growth and is 
associated with gains in vocabulary 
and comprehension (Allington, 2001; 
Anderson, Wilson, & Fielding, 1988; 

Stanovich, 1986). It is well-docu-
mented that the amount of time spent 
reading continuous text in Reading 
Recovery is impressive, a fact that 
was recently acknowledged in a 2016 
review of research conducted for the 
Institute of Education Sciences and 
published by the What Works Clear-
inghouse. This research review (Foor-
man, et al., 2016), noted that the sig-
nificant positive effects of Reading 
Recovery were likely attributed to the 
fact that lessons emphasize reading 

Figure 4.  Sample of Language Complexity Across Levels

Level 5 Father Bear Goes Fishing Father Bear went fishing. 
 Beverly Randall, 1994, Rigby PM 

Level 10 Little Bulldozer Helps Again Day after day, Big Truck came to help Big Bulldozer make the road.
 Annette Smith, 2006, Rigby PM 

Level 15 Tents It began to rain late that night.
 Charlemae Rollins, 1976, Scott Foresman

Level 18 Little Dinosaur Escapes Little Dinosaur leaped, but just then, a flash of lightning lit up the sky.
 Hugh Price, 1998, Rigby PM

Figure 5.  Student Cut-Up Sentence Example

My mom and thetometookdad night.lastdinnerformall

Figure 6.  Teaching for Flexibilty with Cut-Up Sentence

Easiest change is to shift from the end of the sentence to the beginning. 
 Last night, my mom and dad took me to the mall for dinner. 
 
Harder to move the phrase to positions in the middle of the sentence. 
 My mom and dad took me, last night, to the mall for dinner. 
 My mom and dad took me to the mall last night for dinner.

Most-complex changes involve shifting multiple phrases.
 For dinner last night, my mom and dad took me to the mall. 
 For dinner, my mom and dad took me to the mall last night.
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volumes of continuous text in addi-
tion to the specific prompting and 
teaching about word-solving, compre-
hension, and fluency typical in  
Reading Recovery lessons.

Teachers working with ELL students 
need to maximize this reading time 
to the fullest. Daily time devoted to 
reading familiar text does much to 
build and develop language, as well 
as the repeated exposure to the lan-
guage structures particular to English 
texts helps students to “try them out” 
and work with them flexibly. Famil-
iar reading also promotes fluency, 
including the phrasing and intonation 
associated with understanding texts. 
Because the texts are already familiar, 
though not memorized, the child is 
free to notice something new about 
the language and structures, how 
words work, or meanings. Every book 
re-read is an opportunity for the child 
to now learn about language through 
the eyes (Clay, 2004).

Another rich opportunity to help 
students learn English happens daily 
when the teacher introduces and 
reads a new text with the student. To 
maximize this opportunity, teach-
ers must be particularly thoughtful 
of text selection, noticing what back-
ground knowledge the child may 
need about the topic or situation rep-
resented in the text as well as think-
ing about the vocabulary demands 
and language structures used in the 
text. For all Reading Recovery stu-
dents, the teacher talks about the 
meaning of the story to be read, 
rehearses a few language structures 
that may be difficult, locates and dis-
cusses a few vocabulary words, and 
helps the child to attend to how the 
words work before reading the text. 
For ELL students, perhaps more time 
is spent elaborating on an illustration 
or rehearsing sentence structures. 

The teacher must plan for the 
child to have in his head the 
ideas and the language he needs 
to complete the reading. The 
observant teacher introduces into 
her talk any concept, or word, 
or phrase structure that she has 
not heard this child use before. 
It helps if the child knows a lot 
about the story, before he reads 
it. (Clay, 2016, p. 115) 

The time spent in rehearsing lan-
guage structures and talking about 
the book before and after reading also 
contributes to the language develop-
ment of the child because “children 
are exceptionally fast language learn-
ers; their brains are ‘hard-wired’ to 
internalize vocabulary and syntax” 
(Pinnell & Fountas, 2009, p. 34).

As Marie Clay wrote:

If we harness the established 
power of children’s oral language 
to literacy learning from the 
beginning so that literacy knowl-
edge and oral language process-
ing power move forward togeth-
er, linked and patterned from 
the start, that will surely be more 
powerful. (2015, p. 95)

Because of Clay’s understandings  
and teachings on the importance of 
utilizing and developing the language 
capacity for all students, this practice 
is inherently at play in all Reading 
Recovery lessons. And this individu-
alized setting, as demonstrated by our 
research, is ideal for many first-grade 
students who are also learning  
English as an additional language.

Conclusion
Population shifts—in response to 
economic, political, or environmental 
factors—have long been a substantial  
change factor over the course of 
human civilization. Recent trends, 
however, show that societies are  

dealing with the influx of new citi-
zens on an exponentially larger scale. 
These changes in populations, as well 
as globalization and the need to com-
municate across languages, have cre-
ated the need for language shifts as 
groups and individuals attempt to 
assimilate into new social and eco-
nomic settings. And, logically and 
historically, it is the education system 
that is charged with primary respon-
sibility in facilitating this acquisition 
of language. Our analysis demon-
strates the power of what is possible 
when the diversity of children’s  
language, culture, and prior learning  
experiences are acknowledged and 
welcomed as a source of value for 
instruction. 

Education systems must meet the 
diverse learning needs of all students. 
Our analysis demonstrates that Read-
ing Recovery is a powerful framework 
for assisting young ELL students on a 
course for being able to access future 
literacy learning by tapping into the 
interrelated processes of speaking, 
reading, and writing. Clay (2004) 
eloquently explained:

I argue that when we speak or 
listen to speech, we are con-
structing and composing; when 
we write any message, we are 
constructing and composing; 
and when we read text, we are 
again constructing and compos-
ing. The demands of each of 
these three activities are slightly 
different but each feeds into one 
pool of structural possibilities in 
the language. (2004, p. 4) 

Schools will continue to face the 
challenge of helping students to have 
access to the necessary literacy skills 
to compete in a global economy. The 
13 years of Reading Recovery data in 
this study prove that this intervention 
is on the frontline of helping with 
this task. 
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