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Celebrating 35 Years:  
Change, Change, and More Changes!

We have so much to share with our readers that this issue is much larger than usual!  
The subtitle of this column emphasizes change, a theme across this issue . First, the spread 
of COVID-19 across North America has disrupted our typical publication so, for the first 
time, this issue is totally electronic . We know some readers will miss having the paper 
version but hope that this format also enables you to take this celebration issue of JRR 
with you on your iPad, phone, or laptop (when it is safe to move outside your home, of 
course) . In addition, we encourage you to share this issue with other interested educators  
so they can learn more about Reading Recovery . The 35th anniversary is a great time 
to do just that! How about leading an online study group? It’s time to share Reading 
Recovery widely and the electronic version of JRR is just the ticket! 

Celebrating Teaching
Strategic processing is central to Clay’s theory of early literacy . But, helping a child to 
develop strategic processing is a challenge for every Reading Recovery teacher . Mary 
Lose’s article, “What to Teach? Supporting Strategic Processing at the Earliest Text 
Reading Levels,” reminds us that teaching for strategic processing begins right away in 
Reading Recovery lessons . Her article offers an important discussion of how Wood’s  
theory of contingent teaching can inform our decision making . The article is rich with 
student examples to challenge our thinking . The second teaching article is a rich descrip-
tion of how Reading Recovery lessons supported a child on the autism spectrum with 
attention deficit hyperactivity disorder . Opat, Zalud, Wheeler, and Clements describe 
how specific decisions by the teacher based on the student’s needs moved her from not 
attending to print to successfully reading Level 14 texts while demonstrating literacy  
processing strategies .

Celebrating Our Networked Improvement Community
In the fall 2019 issue of JRR, readers learned of changes Reading Recovery professionals  
considered while taking an inquiry approach to improvement and expansion (Forbes, 
Askew, Flight, & Embry, 2019) . This exciting work, begun with intense study at the 
Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, continues with the development 
of a Reading Recovery Networked Improvement Community (NIC) . Chad Lochmiller 
and Jennifer Karnopp, from Indiana University Bloomington, describe how Reading 
Recovery leaders have created a NIC based on new learning about improvement science . 
We anticipate that an article about this work will be a regular feature in JRR . As you read 
James Schnug’s article, “Wonderfully Disruptive Messages from Reading Recovery,” con-
sider how Schnug’s work aligns with the goals of those working in the NIC — he fully 
positions “disruptions” as important changes we need to consider for Reading Recovery 
students to grow and Reading Recovery to grow .

Editor’s Corner
Patricia L. Scharer, Editor-in-Chief
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Celebrating Scholarly Successes
Our research section begins with the IDEC report from Jeff Brymer-Bashore about the 
strong, consistent impact Reading Recovery and Descubriendo la Lectura have on early 
literacy . Sinéad Harmey and Sue Bodman then offer an important discussion of phonics 
in Reading Recovery lessons . They extensively reviewed research on phonics and linked 
key findings and recommendations to Reading Recovery procedures in a helpful chart . 
Harmey and Bodman challenge all Reading Recovery professionals to describe phonics 
instruction during lessons as systematic rather than “when needed” arguing that, in fact, 
Reading Recovery students learn both intensively and systematically about letters, sounds, 
and how they work . The final research article began at a dining room table as three 
teacher leaders collaboratively worked through their data . Their multiyear partnership led 
to important changes in professional development learning and impressive changes in  
student achievement as well .

Celebrating an Amazing Anniversary
This issue marks the culmination of JRR’s yearlong celebration of Reading Recovery’s 
35th birthday in the U .S . We have had so much to celebrate! First, the professors from 
The Ohio State University who worked initially on the implementation of Reading 
Recovery in North America—Gay Su Pinnell, Carol Lyons, and Diane DeFord—reflect 
on the past 35 years as Reading Recovery moved from a small project in Columbus, OH, 
to the longest lasting intervention for struggling first-grade students . Mary Anne Doyle’s 
article, “U .S . Reading Recovery’s International Presence,” positions North America 
within the larger international Reading Recovery presence . Readers will learn about the 
International Reading Recovery Trainers Organization (IRRTO) and the contributions 
of literacy professionals around the world . Then, each university training center in North 
America highlights individual contributions to Reading Recovery and early literacy,  
followed by a descriptive and visual timeline of Reading Recovery in the past 5 years .  
Our party ends by reflecting on the 35th Anniversary Luncheon Celebration during the 
2020 National Conference . The keynote address by Gay Su Pinnell is both historical 
and forward thinking about how to make a difference in the next 35 years . Two former 
Reading Recovery students, a high school junior and a successful businessman, brought 
the audience to their feet as they shared the impact of Reading Recovery on their lives . 
The luncheon was the perfect opportunity to again say  “thank you” to Jady Johnson 
who was given a special Excellence in Service Award for the 16 years she led the Reading 
Recovery Council of North America .

Happy reading!

Reference 
Forbes, S ., Askew, B ., Flight, J ., & Embry, J . (2019) . A perpetual state of inquiry: Our com-
mitment to continue Marie Clay’s tradition of continuous improvement . The Journal of Reading 
Recovery, 19(1), 38–44.
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What to Teach? Supporting 
Strategic Processing at the 
Earliest Text Reading Levels
Mary K. Lose, Oakland University

Author’s Note: In this article, Reading Recovery®  
teachers also refers to Literacy Lessons™ teachers.  
All names are pseudonyms.

Introduction
Young learners come to literacy with different experiences 
and strengths and do not respond to every literacy task in 
exactly the same way (Clay, 1998/2014). Consequently, 
their teachers must instruct in ways that are tailored pre-
cisely to the child. The challenge for Reading Recovery 
and Literacy Lessons teachers is to make optimum use of 
lesson time and teach in ways that focus on what the child 
needs to learn “how to do next” in terms of strategic pro-
cessing. At the same time, teachers must provide the “just 
right” amount of support for the child, encouraging inde-
pendence and without doing for the child what they can 
manage for themselves. Easy to say, but much harder to 
put into practice. 

In every lesson, the goal is to help each child build an 
effective literacy processing system in which they indepen-
dently monitor their own reading; search for information 
using meaning, language structure, and visual informa-
tion in print; notice their errors; take unprompted action 
to correct those errors; and problem-solve flexibly (Clay, 
2015; Doyle, 2019; Konstantellou & Lose, 2016). As the 
child engages in this range of strategic actions over time, 
their processing systems become stronger and more effi-
cient enabling them to read increasingly complex texts 
with fluency, accuracy, and a focus on meaning. 

Reading Recovery teachers sensitively observe and note 
the child’s use of meaning (M), structure (S), and visual 
(V) information sources on their running records and 
lesson records. Yet, this alone is not sufficient to inform 
teaching. Teachers must go beyond mere observation to 
“… search for better explanations of how children are 

producing those behaviours” (Clay, 1991/ 2015, p. 232). 
Ultimately, to respond effectively to children, teachers 
must probe further, beyond their observational records, 
to generate hypotheses that help explain what led to the 
child’s decisions to do “this vs. that.” Engaging in this 
inquiry in every lesson with every child will increase and 
strengthen the quality of our one-to-one teaching and 
support the formation and extension of children’s process-
ing systems for literacy.

The specific focus of this discussion is how to get the  
literacy processing system underway in early text read-
ing levels. Examples of children’s reading work are shared 
to focus on self-monitoring and self-correcting in early 
reading.

An Early Literacy Processing System 
To illustrate a literacy processing system in action, notice 
how one young learner, Rachel, reads a Level 8 text, A 
Friend for Little White Rabbit (Randell, 1994), during one 
of her Reading Recovery lessons: 

Text:     Little white duck, little white duck. 
Please will you play with me? 
said the little white rabbit.

Rachel:   Little white bunny [pauses, quickly rereads] little 
white, /b/ bird [repeats “bird” in a whisper], /b/ 
-uck, duck [quickly self-corrects, rereads, and 
continues reading accurately]. 

Now, consider this analysis of Rachel’s reading:

•  First, Rachel provided a meaningful and gram-
matically correct attempt. However, the words 
bunny and duck are visually dissimilar.

•  Second, after pausing as if to notice, Rachel 
reread up to the error, then articulated a first 
sound /b/ for the letter d, perhaps an indication 
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of a b/d confusion although her substitution of 
bird for duck is meaningful and grammatically 
correct.

•  Third, she initiated a search of the letters to the 
end of the word (-uck) and read buck, a further 
indication of a possible b/d confusion.

•  Fourth, she quickly substituted duck to self-
correct, perhaps resolving the b/d confusion while 
also concluding that although buck was somewhat 
relevant, it did not resemble the illustration and 
fit the text’s meaning.

•  Finally, she reread from the beginning to confirm 
her self-correction and continued thereafter to 
read accurately. 

Essentially, Rachel searched, monitored, and self-corrected 
independently to make all sources of information match. 
She attended to language structure (the reading is gram-
matically correct or sounds right) and visual information  
(the reading uses letter-sound correspondences and ortho-
graphy to make everything look right), all with a focus 
on meaning (the reading makes sense). Importantly, 
Rachel also reread to confirm her self-correction without 
prompting to do so. Reading with attention to this com-
bination of information sources and taking the initiative 
to confirm the reading are indicators of Rachel’s deci-
sion making as she persistently works toward a resolution. 
Although Rachel’s processing is still rudimentary, it will 
become more efficient over time as she reads and writes 
progressively complex texts with increased flexibility. 
Rachel’s reading is a good example of an independent  
strategic processing system in action—the teacher’s goal 
for Rachel in her early literacy lessons.

It is the process of working with a range of information 
sources and the child’s thinking as they work on informa-
tion at the point of difficulty that are essential and lead 
to the development of an effective literacy processing sys-
tem. For the most struggling young literacy learners, that 
processing system is dependent on expert teaching. The 
teacher must tune in to the child’s reading (and writing) 
behaviors in order to

•  create hypotheses to explain the behaviors that 
can be tested and responded to “in the moment,”

•  reflect upon the child’s responses to plan for 
instruction, and 

• arrange opportunities for their future learning. 

As Clay (1991/2015) states: 

The teacher has a general theory in her head about 
children’s responding. This is a theory she should 
check against what she is able to observe and infer 
from the individual child’s responding, and which 
she should be prepared to change if the two are in 
conflict. (p. 233)

Expert Teaching: Contingent and 
Responsive to the Child
Fundamentally, for learners like Rachel, assembling an 
effective literacy processing system will require the most 
expert teaching (Lose, 2007a). Instruction that is contin-
gent and responsive to each child’s developing competen-
cies is evident in our work with children during lessons 
and addresses three contingencies to inform our interac-
tions with a child (see Figure 1). Wood (2003) identified 
these critical contingencies as 

• temporal contingency (if and when to intervene), 

•  instructional contingency (how to support the 
activity and at what level of support), and 

•  domain contingency (what to teach or focus  
on next). 

According to Wood (2003), tutoring has its origins in the 
basic human need to provide help when encountering  
a person who is struggling. Wood describes helping as 
essential to the survival of the species: an investment in 
the person that helps them adapt to their environment. 
In Wood’s view, contingent tutoring is based on the prin-
ciple that the tutor works at an appropriate level that will 
ensure success, perhaps interacting only minimally to help 
the learner successfully complete the next step in a task. 

To deliver contingent instruction requires viewing these 
contingencies holistically; each contingency is important 
for the learner’s next action (see Lose, 2007b).

Additionally, a graphic representation of the contingencies  
that comprise Wood’s theory of contingent support for 
learning is presented in Figure 2. In a theory of contin-
gent teaching, the “sweet spot” or perfectly contingent 
interaction is achieved when the temporal, domain, and 
instructional contingencies converge. In other words, 
when a child encounters difficulty, the teacher

•  decides if and when to intervene, 

•  decides what to teach or focus on next in response 
to the particular child’s current competencies, and 
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•  provides the just right amount of support for the 
problem solving required of the child at this point 
in time while also considering how best to help 
the child transfer this new learning to other simi-
lar literacy tasks. 

Importantly, the elements of contingent teaching are not 
predetermined or fixed. As Clay (2016) asserts, “There are 
no set teaching sequences: there is no prescription to teach 
this before that” (p. 1). Reading Recovery lessons are 
optimally effective when the teaching is responsive to the 
individual learner. Thus, the responsibility for the child’s 
opportunity to learn rests squarely with the teacher whose 
commitments have been described by Clay (2001/2015),  
as follows:

•  The teacher would make maximum use of the 
existing response repertoire of each child, and 
hence every child’s lessons would be different.

•  The teacher would support the development of 
literacy processing by astute selection of tasks, 
judicious sharing of tasks, and varying the 
time, difficulty, content, interest and method of 
instruction, and type and amount of conversation 
within the standard lesson activities.

•  The teacher would foster and support active  
constructive problem solving, self-monitoring and 
self-correction from the first lesson, helping  
learners to understand that they must take over 
the expansion of their own competencies. To do 
this, the teacher would focus on process variables 
(how to get and use information) rather than 

Figure 1.  Elements of Contingent Support for Learning with Application to Reading Recovery Teaching

Temporal Contingency Instructional Contingency Domain Contingency

Deciding if and when  
to intervene 

Use of the 30-minute lesson time:

•  timing of responses  
(e.g., waiting a few seconds before 
telling the child a word, or helping 
a child right away if they do not 
have the information needed to 
help themselves)

•  pace of the responding 
(e.g., slow, moderate, fast)

Deciding how to support an  
activity and at what level

•  from least supportive defined as 
“General Verbal Intervention”  
(e.g., “Why did you stop?” or “Try 
that again”  )

•  to most supportive defined as 
“Demonstrates Action” 
(e.g., to teach for cross-checking, 
a teacher rereads for the child and 
says “Father Bear went down to 
the” [pauses and points beneath the 
first letter in word and taps on the 
picture] “river. Could it be river? R. 
Yes, it could!”)

Instructional Contingency resembles 
Clay’s (2016) “Scale of Help”  
(pp. 152-153).

Deciding what to teach and  
what to focus on next

The teacher combines knowledge 
about the child’s use of information 
sources and the child’s strategic  
actions combined with the teacher’s 
understanding of Clay’s theory of 
literacy processing to inform teach-
ing decisions. 

Addressing the domain contingency 
requires knowing what items (letters, 
sounds, words, etc.) the learner has 
accumulated and how they use this 
information for strategic actions  
in text reading or writing. 
(e.g., self-monitoring, searching,  
cross-checking, etc.)

Figure 2.  Wood’s Theory of Contingent Support  
for Learning

INSTRUCTIONAL
How to support 
activity and at 

what level

TEMPORAL
If and when 
to intervene

DOMAIN
What to teach and 

what to focus 
on next

NOTE: See also Lose, 2007b, Table 1.
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on mere correctness and habitual responses, and 
would temporarily value responses that were 
partially correct for whatever they contributed 
towards correctness.

•  The teacher would set the task difficulty level 
to ensure high rates of correct responding plus 
appropriate challenge so that the active processing 
system could learn from its own attempts to go 
beyond current knowledge. (p. 225)

For Reading Recovery educators, instruction referred to 
by Clay (2001/2015) as “intensive contingent teaching” 
(p. 225) is understandably difficult and requires “moving  
flexibly around the teaching procedures described in 
Literacy Lessons Designed for Individuals, Second Edition as 
they work with children every day” (Clay, 2016, p. 1). As 
such, our teaching requires 

• embracing a theory of the constructive learner; 

• working with each child’s strengths; 

• sensitively observing the child’s literacy acts; 

•  keeping daily and weekly records of the child’s 
responses and responding history; 

•  noting how it changes over time to inform 
instruction; and

•  applying Clay’s teaching procedures as designed, 
with precision, and tailored to the child. (Clay, 
2016; Doyle, 2015)

With all of the aforementioned conditions to inform 
instruction in place, effective Reading Recovery teachers 
make the teaching of the lowest-performing young  
learners look relatively seamless. Occasionally, when sur-
prised by a child’s responses during text reading, teachers 
are able to respond in ways that best support the child’s 
solving and what they need to learn how to do next in 
terms of strategic action. Consider for example, Patrick’s 
reading of the Level 11 new book, Mushrooms for Dinner 
(Randell, 1996). In this story, Mother Bear wants to add 
mushrooms to the family’s meal. Baby Bear proclaims 
that he is good at finding mushrooms, conducts a search 
of his surroundings, but is unsuccessful locating any until 
he climbs a tree and spots them from his aerial view. Baby 
Bear then proceeds to gather the mushrooms and present 
them to his Mother, who compliments her son’s ingenuity. 

Patrick’s teacher, Ms. Schieltz, noted how intently he 
focused on the illustration depicting Baby Bear atop the 
tree gazing at the mushrooms below. He seemed particu-

larly fascinated by Baby Bear’s resourceful solution to the 
problem of finding mushrooms and read the text below 
with gusto. If you were Patrick’s teacher, how would you 
respond to his reading and why?

Text:   They are beautiful mushrooms.  
You are a clever little bear.

Patrick:   They are beautiful mushrooms. 
You are a climber little bear. 

Ms. Schieltz is pleased that his reading integrates all three 
sources of information. His substitution of climber for 
clever is meaningful, sounds right and looks right both 
at the beginning and ending letter clusters of the word. 
Previously Patrick’s attention to visual information was 
limited only to the first cluster of letters in a word. At this 
point, Ms. Schieltz must decide whether to intervene and, 
if she does, what she will attend to, how, and with what 
level of support. Not wanting to disrupt Patrick’s fluent  
and mostly accurate reading, she decides to withhold 
comment (temporal contingency) until he finishes read-
ing. After a brief exchange about the story, she acknowl-
edges his effective reading (“It was good the way you read 
this”); offers him a chance to detect his error (“Did any-
thing trick you?”); and plans to teach according to his 
response. What she knows about his patterns of respond-
ing thus far (integrates all three sources of information 
and attends mostly to the initial letter or letter clusters, 
but neglects to search further using additional visual 
information) is outlined in the transcript below.

Ms. Schieltz: Baby Bear found the mushrooms after all…

Patrick:  He climbed the tree and saw them. Bears 
can do that!

Ms. Schieltz:  They sure can. (turning to the page with his 
climber/clever substitution) Over here it was 
good the way you read this. Did anything 
trick you? 

Patrick:  (rereads, pauses at clever, but does not 
take the initiative to problem solve or 
self-correct) 

Ms. Schieltz:  I’m glad you stopped. (acknowledging the 
self-monitoring) What did you notice? 
(inviting him to search)

Patrick:  (rereads and self-corrects) It’s supposed to 
be clever. (pointing at the word)
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Ms. Schieltz: Yes. How did you know?

Patrick:  This. (pointing to the cl at the beginning of 
the word)

At this point, Ms. Schieltz decides to highlight Patrick’s 
solving, rather than focusing on mere accuracy. Although 
she isn’t entirely certain if Patrick simply recalled the word 
clever that has appeared in several of the other stories he 
has read up to this point, or if indeed he is going beyond 
the beginning letter/s to conduct the search that results 
in his correction, Ms. Schieltz concludes there is enough 
information thus far that will help her teach for the more-
complex solving that Patrick will need to do to advance 
his processing system further. She responds “Yes, you 
made it look right at the beginning. And what else do you 
see?” Patrick then points to the -er ending and adds, “Yep, 
it’s clever.” 

In an effort to further verify Patrick’s noticing and to 
ensure his transfer of this new and more-sophisticated 
searching behavior, Ms. Schieltz hands him a small mask-
ing card and adds, “Yes, and you can show yourself all the 
parts.” Patrick moves the card left to right to reveal the 
parts of the word that correspond to his articulation, cl-ev-
er. Ms. Schieltz acknowledges Patrick’s work stating, “I’m 
glad you were looking closely” and adds “remember to do 
this when you’re reading so that everything looks right.” 

Ms. Schieltz then makes a note on her lesson record to 
watch for this and other signs of Patrick’s similarly devel-
oping strategic behaviors that will be important as texts 
become longer and more complex. She also notes where, 
in the other lesson activities—for example writing, the 

cut-up story, or the isolated word work at the white 
board—she can further support Patrick’s new word analy-
sis skills. Finally, she also plans to consult Clay’s teaching 
procedures that will support her decisions about what to 
teach next in terms of strategic action in text reading, in 
writing, and in the other parts of his lessons.

This precisely tailored instruction requires rapid decision 
making on the part of the teacher and is key to contingent 
teaching: 

•  Knowing if and when to intervene or respond 
(temporal contingency). 

•  If responding, determining what to focus on or 
teach (domain contingency). 

•  Modulating the level of support in response to the 
child (instructional contingency). 

At the same time, all the contingencies are considered 
holistically for optimum effectiveness and so as not to 
undermine the child’s initiation. 

Deciding what to teach or focus on next (domain contin-
gency) can challenge even the most skilled teacher. In the 
example above, Ms. Schieltz wisely focuses on Patrick’s 
substitution of climber for clever and teaches first for self-
monitoring. In contrast, if she had focused first on foster-
ing “further visual searching” she would have removed 
the opportunity for Patrick’s self-discovery and ultimate 
self-correction. 

Observations of Reading Recovery teaching have sug-
gested that too many times we are anxious to teach for 
the searching action (often visual searching within words) 
without inviting the child to find their own errors first, 
thus ensuring that the child is less involved in the discov-
ery process that is central to their learning (Anderson & 
Kaye, 2016; Schwartz, 1997). As Clay (2016) reminds us

It is important for teachers to notice self-monitoring 
because the process is a general one required in all 
reading and because the child’s half-right, half-wrong 
behaviours help the teacher to decide what to teach next 
[italics added for emphasis]. If the child resolves the 
problem we call it self-correction. (p. 134) 

Thus, Ms. Schieltz provided Patrick the chance to self-
monitor first; he did so; and, he subsequently corrected 
his error. This self-discovery and the personal reward 
derived from the self-correction increase the likelihood 
that Patrick will be able to conduct this type of more 
sophisticated searching action to solve words in the future 

Observations of Reading Recovery 
teaching have suggested that too 
many times we are anxious to teach 
for the searching action (often visual 
searching within words) without 
inviting the child to find their own 
errors first, thus ensuring that  
the child is less involved in the  
discovery process that is central to 
their learning.
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on texts of increasing complexity and ultimately further 
strengthen his developing literacy processing system. 

There are several options for teaching presented by Clay 
in Literacy Lessons Designed for Individuals (2016) that 
could inform the domain or what to teach Patrick at this 
time. Ms. Schieltz decided what to teach Patrick based on 
his responding history and his responses in the scenario 
above, with application to Clay’s teaching procedures. The 
primary task and the challenge for Ms. Schieltz and all of 
us who work in Reading Recovery is to apply Clay’s  
teaching procedures effectively and in response to the  
particular child.

Application and Analysis of Clay’s 
Teaching Procedures for Text Reading: 
Support for the Individual Child
We now turn our attention to some of Clay’s teaching 
procedures for text reading. The complex theory upon 
which Reading Recovery is based and the rationales that 
support Clay’s teaching procedures, and their applica-
tion to an individual child (2016) at a particular time, 
both within lessons and across the child’s series of lessons 
comprise the domain contingency or “what to teach.” To 

explore this contingency, we will now focus on teaching  
during text reading with reference to two (among the 
many) “Reading Recovery (teaching) Procedures” in 
Literacy Lessons Designed for Individuals (Clay, 2016). The 
procedures presented below are designed to support the 
child’s self-monitoring and self-correcting. Even though 
these procedures identified below are presented separate-
ly, in actual practice we sometimes respond using more 
than one teaching procedure in our work with children 
(for example, teaching for the child’s self-monitoring and 
another strategic action combined) as illustrated in the 
transcripts and analyses below. 

Teaching for self-monitoring in text reading  
See Literacy Lessons Designed for Individuals (Clay, 2016),  
pp. 134–135.
According to Clay (2016), the emergence of self-moni-
toring is a highly significant signal of effective strategic 
activity and it “must be continually adapted to encompass 
new challenges in texts” (p. 134). Likewise, the monitor-
ing (that leads to self-correcting) appears to arise “from an 
awareness, however vague, that there is supposed to be a 
neat fit between the reader’s knowledge and the words in 
print, and as readers work on the several messages of the 

Expert teaching is 
astutely timed and  
precisely tailored to 
respond to the child’s 
current understandings 
in order to optimally 
support the development 
of a strategic, literacy  
processing system.
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text—the story, and semantic, syntactic, visual or phono-
logical information—they discover things that do not fit 
with what they have just read. Sometimes the child fol-
lows an error with a protest but does not succeed in mak-
ing the self-correction” (Clay, 2001/2015, p. 185). 

As children read their first books—simple stories with  
one and two lines of text—they use their knowledge of 
language and the world to make links between the pic-
tures and the print. Self-monitoring is observed in chil-
dren’s early reading behaviors; attending to print in a 
left-to-right direction and using some known letters and 
known words along with ensuring their reading makes 
sense. In the absence of self-monitoring in early reading, 
the teacher provides explicit demonstrations. For example, 
the teacher might use a pointer or show the child how 
to use their finger to establish a one-to-one match. She 
might reread a sentence and sound the first letter of a 
challenging word or ask, “Can you hear this letter?” (Clay, 
2016, p. 133). Teaching for self-monitoring succeeds when 
the teacher’s demonstration builds on what the child can 
contribute to their own solving.

In this scenario, Elana is reading the simple (Level 2) 
book Sally’s New Shoes by Annette Smith. On every page, 
the book’s main character, Sally, tells the reader about all 
the things she is going to do in her new shoes (I’m going 
to walk in my new shoes; I’m going to run…, jump…, and 
so on). Each page is accompanied by an illustration that 
clearly supports the text’s meaning and repeated pattern. 
Elana’s reading proceeds smoothly until she comes to the 
text depicted below. The illustration that accompanies the 
page shows Sally in a pirouette and Elana substitutes spin 
for the word dance. Her teacher, Ms. Brooke, must decide 
if and when to intervene and how. And, if she chooses 
to intervene, what will she teach for in terms of strategic 
activity? Ms. Brooke’s response to Elana’s self-monitoring 
is illustrated in the transcript below: 

Text: I’m going to dance 
 in my new shoes.

Elana:  I’m going to spin (frowns, but takes no 
action to self-correct, continues reading) in 
my new shoes. 

Ms. Brooke:  You tried to work that out. (reinforcing the 
self-monitoring attempt)

Elana:  This. (pointing to dance, but neglects to 
reread and self-correct)

Ms. Brooke:  Ah huh. What else could it be? (inviting a 
prediction of what the word could be based 
on her oral language)

Elana: Dance? 

Ms. Brooke:  Does it look right at the beginning? (using a 
masking card to reveal the first letter)

Elana:  Yes. Dance. (then rereads accurately from 
the beginning of the sentence as if to 
confirm)

Ms. Brooke:  So, it has to make sense and it also has to 
look right. (summarizing the teaching in an 
effort to support the child’s transfer)

In this scenario, Ms. Brooke has decided that teaching in 
support of Elana’s self-monitoring is the most important 
focus of her teaching at this time. Essentially, the child 
who self-monitors is poised to participate more fully in 
their own learning and benefit from good instruction. 
Even though Elana was unable to self-correct after she 
monitored, Ms. Brooke’s acknowledgment of her noticing 
(”you tried to work that out”) provides the encouragement 
young learners like Elana need to continue to check on 
themselves while reading. As well, Ms. Brooke’s use of the 
masking card to reveal the initial letter—combined with 
the reminder that making sense is also required—are the 
canvas upon which Elana can focus her attention and con-
firm her prediction using her knowledge of oral language. 
Ms. Brooke’s explicit teaching in this and other early les-
sons lays the important foundation for Elana’s assembly of 
a processing system for literacy.

Yet, attending to self-monitoring is not reserved only for 
early lessons. Rather, it is a focus of our work with chil-
dren throughout their lesson series as they read higher 
level texts. Because she attended to it in early lessons and 
Elana was successful, Ms. Brooke can now do less teach-
ing for self-monitoring and expect Elana to self-monitor 
independently. She can then prompt Elana “Were you 
right?” or “Try that again” (Clay, 2016, p. 135). Following 
is an example of Ms. Brooke’s attention to self-monitoring 
in a later lesson at the end of Elana’s first reading of A 
Friend for Jasper (Dufresne, 2004), a more complex text 
(Level 18) with less supportive illustrations:

Text:  It was time for a nap. 
Jasper scratched at the door. 
“Do you want to go out, Jasper?”  
asked Mom. 



Teaching

The Journal of Reading Recovery Spring 202012

Mom opened the door. 
Out went Jasper,  
and out went Sweet Face 
right after him. 
“Look after Sweet Face, Jasper,” 
said Mom. 

Elana: It was time for a nap.  
  Jasper crouched at the door. (continues  

reading accurately…) 
“Look /f/ after Sweet Face, Jasper,” 
said Mom.

Ms. Brooke withholds comment (temporal contingency) 
until after Elana finishes reading the rest of the chapter 
and responds.

Ms. Brooke: Did something trick you on this page?

Elana:  (glancing at the text, immediately points to 
scratched) This one. (rereads to self-correct)

Ms. Brooke:  Ah huh. I’m glad you were looking closely. 
(makes note of the successful solving and 
resolves to arrange opportunities for addi-
tional work with words in isolation of  
similar complexity) 

Elana’s reading is fluent and accurate except for the two 
errors above, one of which resulted in an immediate self-
correction (/f/, after). Elana’s substitution of crouched for 
scratched uses all three information sources. The substitu-
tion is meaningful and grammatically correct, shares some 
visual similarity in the middle of the word, and incor-
porates the same sequence of letters (-ched) at the end of 
the word. The first letter, ‘c’ (crouched) is a mismatch for 
the letter ‘s’ (scratched). Even though Elana’s attention to 
monitoring has become much more advanced over time, 
there are still opportunities for Ms. Brooke to continue 
to teach for strategic processing in later lessons on more-
complex texts in both reading and writing. She plans to 
find places in every lesson activity (isolated word work, 
solving words in writing, the cut-up story, etc.) that will 
continue to support Elana’s developing processing system. 

Teaching for self-correcting in text reading  
See Literacy Lessons Designed for Individuals (Clay, 2016),  
pp. 134-135.
Clay (2001/2015) states that self-correction is “evidence of 
one kind of executive control developed and mobilised by 
readers to keep them on track” (p. 186). Self-correction 
appears early in children’s speech as they stop, start, refor-

mulate, and repeat so as to be understood by a listener 
and as a result of their increasing awareness of the need 
to communicate effectively. Additional evidence (Evans, 
1985; Wood, 1998) cited by Clay (2001/2015) suggests 
that the older and more advanced the learner, the greater 
the likelihood that they will self-correct. It seems that 
“awareness” is foundational to self-correcting. Wood com-
mented compellingly on self-correction: “The disposition 
to correct oneself is not an attribute of personality or abil-
ity. When children know, albeit intuitively, what looks, 
sounds, or feels right we have reason to be confident that 
they will self-correct and self-instruct” (p. 199). Wood 
adds that a child who does not self-correct is “…offering 
mute testimony to the fact that they do not know what 
they are doing or where they are supposed to be going”  
(p. 199). 

Importantly, self-correction requires a teacher who 
acknowledges the child’s half-right and half-wrong 
responses and as a result makes space for the child to 
work at solutions independently. Some of this space is cre-
ated by our choice of texts—easy enough for the child 
to read with one or two new things to learn and not too 
hard so as to discourage the child—and is informed by 
the child’s responding history as captured on our running 
records and lesson records. Essentially, what we attend to, 
how, and the level of support provided to the child are the 
backdrop that fosters the child’s self-correction as illustrat-
ed in the response to Devon’s reading of this Level 2 text, 
The Walk (Dufresne, 2009):  

Text: Dad can see water.  
 I can see grass.

Devon:  Dad can see (pauses) wocean. (quickly looks 
at teacher)

Consider the following analysis of Devon’s reading. First, 
Devon provided a grammatically correct reading that 
incorporated some meaning and attention to visual infor-
mation. Specifically, his substitution of “wocean” (pro-
nounced wo – shun; long O, short U) for water starts with 
the letter w indicating his attention to the initial letter 
(searching) and its corresponding sound. This was com-
bined with ocean to arrive at “wocean,” an ingenious  
substitution that looks right at the beginning and also 
makes sense (meaning) to this child. Second, Devon 
notices that something about his substitution isn’t quite 
right as evidenced by his quick glance at his teacher, a 
form of self-monitoring and a subtle appeal for help to 
resolve the dissonance. 
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Devon’s teacher, Ms. Blakely, wisely acknowledges his self-
monitoring and uses a prompt (“check it”) that she knows 
Devon understands, suggesting that she believes Devon 
will be able to resolve the dilemma (“wocean” for water) 
without further assistance. Ms. Blakely’s hunch is cor-
rect, for Devon quickly rereads and self-corrects to make 
all sources of information match. Not content to accept 
mere correctness however, Ms. Blakely proceeds to capital-
ize on Devon’s added strategic actions—the self-correcting 
and the confirming—and summarizes those actions with 
reference to Clay’s teaching procedures in Literacy Lessons 
Designed for Individuals (2016) as illustrated in the tran-
script below:

Ms. Blakely:  Were you right? 

Devon:  (nods yes) 

Ms. Blakely:   How do you know? (probing for evidence 
that Devon’s attempt goes beyond mere 
guessing and to inform her subsequent 
teaching)

Devon:  This. (pointing to the picture, an indication 
that meaning is used)

Ms. Blakely:   And, is there any other way we could know? 
(preparing him to use additional visual 
information he is aware of and has neglected 
to use)

Devon:   (pointing to the word water) It has this 
(pointing to w) and this. (pointing to -er) 

Ms. Blakely:  I’m glad you made it look right at the begin-
ning and at the end. And now it also makes 
sense. (summarizing Devon’s action)

Clearly, Ms. Blakely’s teaching is contingent on Devon’s 
responding and addresses the domain or what to teach 
contingency as informed by Clay’s teaching procedures 
for self-correcting. It is also important to note that Ms. 
Blakely’s invitation to self-correct was issued after first 
acknowledging Devon’s self-monitoring (glancing at his 
teacher when reading, “wocean”). Devon self-corrected 
(water) and then confirmed that the word looked right at 
the beginning (w) and at the end (-er). Also, Ms. Blakely 
summarized and complimented Devon’s actions—attend-
ing to both the meaning and the visual information—in 
an attempt to further ensure that they would be repeated 
again and with increased speed. Finally, Ms. Blakely  
considered where else in Devon’s lessons, besides text  
reading, she could teach for and support these similar  
strategic actions.

Summary and Recommendations  
for Teachers
In conclusion, the challenge for every Reading Recovery 
teacher is to support the child’s development of a strategic 
processing system for literacy. This requires expert teach-
ing with a focus on what the child can do currently and 
what the child needs to learn how to do next.  Essentially, 
our teaching needs to be precisely tailored to the child 
and astutely timed and delivered in response to the child 
to optimally support their independent strategic action. 
To do this, teachers need to keep tasks easy enough for 
the child to notice their errors and self-correct during 
early reading. Essentially, our contingent teaching—if and 
when to intervene, what to focus on in our teaching, and 
how to support the child—is critical to getting the child’s 
literacy processing system underway from earliest lessons. 

Equally important is an acknowledgment of the construc-
tive child. We value each child’s strengths, their develop-
ing understandings and the range of experiences that have 
contributed to their current grasp of literacy, and tailor 
our instruction accordingly. As such, we assume a notic-
ing, not judgmental stance, always remaining tentative 
and nimble in our interactions with the child. We respect 
each child’s idiosyncratic responding and know that 
understanding the child’s perspective will help us teach 
in ways that enable the child’s contributions to their own 
learning and ultimate happiness. 

Therefore, to ensure the effectiveness of teaching in  
Reading Recovery and to sustain our teaching com-
mitments to every child in early text reading, I invite 
all of us to consider one or more of the following 
recommendations.

Sensitively observe and document each child’s current 
control over literacy processing.  
It is essential to collect and analyze the wealth of data 
gathered from our daily and weekly records of text  
reading and writing to inform our understandings of 
what children know and how they know it, and use this 
information to make the most facilitative and contingent 
teaching moves. None of us would embark on an unfamil-
iar miles-long solo journey by car without the benefit of 
a functioning navigation system. An absence of detailed 
daily records and the opportunity to use those records  
to guide our teaching disadvantages both the teacher  
and child.
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Develop hypotheses to be checked continuously to inform 
our work with children. 
As Clay cautions: 

Treating behavior (what the child is doing) and  
cognition (what the child is thinking) as explanatory 
alternatives is not helpful for understanding teaching 
interactions. Both teacher and child exhibit behav-
iours and both operate on cognitions. The teacher  
has a general theory in her head about children’s 
responding. This is a theory she should check against 
what she is able to observe and infer from the indi-
vidual child’s responding, and which she should be 
prepared to change if the two are in conflict. (Clay, 
1991/2015, p. 233) 

Understand that a child is responding as best they can 
at the moment and ask ourselves: What led the child to 
respond in this way or that? 

Teach in support of the child seated alongside us in 
today’s lesson, not just the child we wish he would become 
in the future. 
Ask: What does this child need to learn how to do next 
to expand their current processing system? The child 
who does not yet have early behaviors under control (e.g., 
consistently neglects one-to-one matching or doesn’t yet 
control serial order within words) is unlikely to benefit 
from teaching that focuses on greater complexity (e.g., 
searching for letter clusters within multisyllabic words). 
Understandably, we all want children to make rapid prog-
ress. But pushing children through material that is too 
difficult will decelerate, not accelerate, the child’s literacy 
processing development. When the material is too diffi-
cult, the child’s ability to construct their own learning  
is thwarted.

Determine what’s next in this child’s learning that will 
foster the continued development of a processing system. 
Aim to teach in ways that are generative, so that the child 
can transfer new learning to novel contexts and develop a 
self-extended system for literacy.  

Value the child’s unique contributions to their own  
noticing and attempts to problem solve. 
The child’s noticing is a first step toward their self-cor-
rection (or self-teaching) and enables greater participation 
in their own learning. Specifically, prioritize teaching for 
the child’s self-monitoring in early text reading so that 

they are more likely to consistently self-monitor as they 
read increasingly complex texts.  As Clay (2016) reminds, 
“Effective monitoring is a highly skilled process construct-
ed over many years of reading. It begins early but must be 
continually adapted to encompass new challenges in texts” 
(p. 134). 

Keep tasks easy enough. 
Tasks pitched at a too-challenging level distract the child, 
compromise their ability to focus attention and discover 
for themselves, and result in the child’s discouragement. 

Record our lessons and transcribe our interactions  
with children. 
Ask: Did I create opportunities for the child to self-moni-
tor or did I monitor for the child? Likewise, after monitor-
ing, did the child initiate some additional strategic action 
(cross-checking, searching, confirming) or did I come in 
too quickly and remove opportunities for the child’s addi-
tional action? Did I provide space for the child’s own dis-
coveries and if the tasks became too challenging for the 
child, did I offer appropriate and timely support? 

Always focus on child happiness and ensure that it is  
central to every lesson.
A child who is secure and happy with their work is more 
likely to participate fully in learning and benefit from our 
instruction. Therefore, establish a learning climate that 
builds on what the child does well and let this be your 
guide for teaching. As Lyons (2003) affirms: “Emotions 
and thoughts interact, shape each other, and cannot be 
separated” (p. 176). Fundamentally, child happiness is 
synonymous with child learning.

Clearly, there are myriad factors that, taken together,  
support each child’s literacy learning, yet none is more 
important than the responsive teacher working sensitively 
alongside the individual child. As Clay (2016, p. 195) so 
eloquently reminds us: 

And in the end 
it is the individual adaptation 
made by the expert teacher 
to that child’s idiosyncratic competencies and  
history of past experiences 
that starts him on the upward climb 
to effective literacy performances.  
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Author’s Note: Melissa is a pseudonym. 

Introduction
Melissa was excited to begin first 
grade. Regrettably, however, Melissa’s 
neurodevelopmental disorders erod-
ed that excitement. Melissa dem-
onstrated behaviors consistent with 
diagnoses of autism spectrum dis-
order (ASD) and attention deficit/
hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) while 
attending preschool. ASD is a neuro-
developmental disorder that is char-
acterized by difficulties in social and 
reciprocal communication, repetitive 
patterns of behavior, and persevera-
tive interests in approximately 1 in 59 
children (Baio, Wiggins, Christensen, 
et al., 2018). Given the challenges 
associated with communication, some 
children with ASD will experience 
difficulties in learning if teachers are 
not responsive to their individual 
learning strengths in their design and 
delivery of tasks. Therefore, at the 
early age of 3, Melissa was placed on 
an individual educational plan (IEP) 
with goals related to social and fine 
motor skills as well as speech and lan-
guage. Melissa’s occupational therapy 
needs included necessary attention to 
fine motor skills and sensory regu-

lation (self-calming activities) and 
strength building. 

As Melissa progressed to first grade, 
academic achievement goals were 
added to her IEP requiring addi-
tional services for math, reading, and 
writing. At the beginning of first 
grade, her IEP reading goals related 
to decoding, accuracy, and fluency. 
Melissa often became distracted dur-
ing reading activities and her oral 
reading displayed invented text. IEP 
goals for writing included formulat-
ing and composing complete sen-
tences and correct usage of upper 
and lowercase letters. Melissa’s oral 
language was a strength. She spoke 
in complete sentences, used appro-
priate vocabulary, and asked relevant 
questions in conversation. However, 
Melissa struggled to attend to 
instruction; moreover, she frequently 
displayed defiant, counterproductive 
behaviors such as resistance toward 
instructional support in both the 
classroom and resource room settings. 
In order to attenuate defiance and 
improve responsiveness, medical pro-
fessionals regularly modified Melissa’s 
treatment and medications. Educators 
and medical professionals collabo-
rated to adjust instruction for Melissa 

in the classroom and resource room. 
Nevertheless, Melissa was one of the 
lowest literacy achievers in the first-
grade class. Clearly, her situation was 
complex and compelling. Melissa’s 
behavioral and medical treatments 
were constantly changing; however, 
the lack of progress in literacy war-
ranted special consideration.

The district psychologist, occupation-
al therapist, special education teacher, 
classroom teacher, reading specialist, 
Reading Recovery® teacher, and prin-
cipal considered Melissa’s situation 
and constructed a dual-faceted plan. 
The plan included ongoing placement 
in the special education program plus 
concurrent, individualized instruction 
in literacy provided by the Reading 
Recovery teacher. Melissa’s Reading 
Recovery intervention began at mid-
year. The school team was confi-
dent in their decision that Reading 
Recovery would facilitate literacy 
growth as well as provide response 
to instruction information useful for 
ongoing planning. 

Critics of Reading Recovery may 
pose this salient question: Is Reading 
Recovery suitable for a young child 
with diagnoses of ASD and ADHD? 
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Unequivocally, the answer is yes. By 
its very design, Reading Recovery is 
intended to be inclusive — to encom-
pass every single student who falls in 
the category of most at risk for read-
ing failure. Alternately stated, it does 
not exclude such students for any rea-
son. This fundamental tenet is attrib-
utable to the mindset and dispositions 
of Dr. Marie Clay (2005), founder 
of Reading Recovery. She decisively 
expressed this pivotal element of the 
program:

As a preventive intervention, 
Reading Recovery does not 
discriminate when selecting 
children for extra help. A prior 
classification of diagnosis of 
emotional problems, learning 
disability, attention deficits or 
double deficits problems would 
not exclude them from selection 
for a period of diagnostic teach-
ing. If they are in the lowest 20 
percent of the age cohort who 
entered school with them, then 
the first step in a sequence of 
help is to work with them to try 
to develop a reading and writ-
ing process that could help them 
work in ordinary classrooms.  
(p. 178)

The Reading Recovery teaching  
procedures are clearly, carefully, and 
thoughtfully designed. As an indi-
vidually responsive intervention, 
Reading Recovery lessons are tailored 
to the learner—shaped by analyses of 
the child’s strengths and prior knowl-
edge—in order to progress and ele-
vate performance. Lessons begin with 
a focus on realistic accomplishments; 
they align with the student’s particu-
lar strengths. Building on this basic 
starting point, the progression gives 
rise to the student’s literacy develop-
ment. The inherent goal centers on 

solid advancement of each student’s 
reading and writing within the short-
est possible timeframe (Clay, 2016).

As expert teachers, Reading Recovery 
professionals are singularly qualified  
to deliver this intervention. Through 
intense education and rigorous 
mentor-based training, they acquire 
advanced skills specific to reading  
instruction as well as insightful 
understanding relevant to helping 
each child succeed. Moreover, these 
educators maintain expectations for 
success, anticipating that the lowest-
achieving children will learn to read 
and write (Lyons, 2003).

Not surprisingly, children with ASD 
are commonly reported to experi-
ence difficulty with comprehension. 
Contributing factors vary but could 
include inability to decode words, 
difficulty with word meanings, lack 
of prior knowledge and experiences 
related to content, language difficul-
ty, and insufficient understanding of 
affect — the emotional context of a 
passage (Wheeler, Mayton, & Carter, 
2014). 

Moreover, cognitive issues manifest 
as behavioral issues. Children with 
ADHD struggle with sustained atten-
tion. Once focused, they are often 
readily distracted—and classrooms 
are full of distractors (noise, move-
ment, transitions, etc.). Such students 
preferentially attend to nonproduc-
tive stimuli, including environmen-
tal clutter, as opposed to books and 
relevant educational resources. And 
finally, they require a high degree of 
structure, teacher monitoring, and 
support.

As well, students with ASD present  
behavioral issues independent of 
those influenced by cognitive issues. 
Many are afflicted with sensory dys-

function; reactions to stimuli, such 
as noises and light, can be extreme. 
These children typically grapple with 
language—not only verbal expression, 
but also responses to communication 
(both written and spoken). They may 
feel threatened by changes in expec-
tations, rules, and surroundings. In 
addition, most lack executive func-
tioning skills, or the ability to plan 
and complete multistep projects. 

To address the myriad challenges, 
Carnahan, Williamson, and Haydon 
(2009) formulated operational guide-
lines. These instructional recommen-
dations closely align with teaching 
procedures and practices espoused by 
Reading Recovery. Teaching proce-
dures, offered by Clay (2016) accom-
modate for the most severe learning 
needs and give teachers multiple strat-
egies for incorporating techniques to 
support unique challenges, such as 
those presented by Melissa. Examples 
in Table 1 validate this assertion.

Teaching Melissa 
Because Melissa was diagnosed not 
only as having ASD, but also ADHD, 
treatment for both conditions was 
essential. Melissa’s severe ADHD 
symptoms and defiant behaviors were 
treated with medication. Evidence-
based practice points to the efficacy 
of positive behavior supports paired 
with medication as warranted by a 
physician with consent of her family. 

Challenging behavior manifests a 
function or need for the learner; it 
is often triggered by environmental 
events and results from skill deficits 
on the part of the learner (Wheeler & 
Richey, 2018). To succeed in instruc-
tion, Melissa required intervention to 
attenuate her behaviors. During the 
school day, a resource teacher and a 
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teaching assistant in the classroom 
provided Melissa with behavioral sup-
ports in accordance with IEP goals of 
staying on task and redirecting chal-
lenging behaviors. A weighted vest, 
fidget toys, visual prompts, and other 
items were employed to accommo-
date her learning and behavior sup-
port needs. Melissa received move-
ment or sensory breaks during which 
she could pull a wagon weighted 
with several items, use a massag-
er to rub her arms, engage in wall 
push-ups, sway on a swing available 
in the resource classroom, or jump 
on a mini trampoline. She also was 
allowed quiet time to help circumvent 
overstimulation.

In the context of Reading Recovery 
lessons, several different supportive 
actions and assistive devices proved 
helpful to Melissa. A weighted vest 
was always available. Sometimes she 
laid it across her lap; at other times 
she wore the vest. Wiggling was 
merely a part of her physical needs. 
Consequently, she was allowed to 
wiggle. When excessive movement 
jeopardized work completion, the 
Reading Recovery teacher placed a 
hand on Melissa’s back and applied 
gentle pressure as a form of reassur-
ance and to reduce unwanted exces-
sive movement. A rubber cushion 
placed on the chair better accom-
modated Melissa. Propelled by her 
excitement or need to move, Melissa 
periodically jumped up and started 
pumping her arms. In such instances, 
she was afforded an opportunity to 
engage in movement through small 
breaks from the lesson. After these 
brief breaks, she was typically ready 
to resume work.

The Reading Recovery teacher 
insightfully anticipated Melissa’s 
challenging behaviors and points of 

struggle. Melissa’s Reading Recovery 
teacher had to know and understand  
Melissa’s behavioral repertoire and 
skillfully detect oncoming changes 
in mood. Provision of positive com-
ments or redirection to prevent 
unwanted behavior tremendously 
improved the lesson outcome. These 
well-timed strategies simultaneously 
averted unwanted responses and pro-
moted cooperative behavior. Some of 
the challenging behaviors Melissa dis-
played during lessons included yell-
ing, poking, pinching, squeezing,  

making faces, and pushing books 
away. Usually, a single small break 
was sufficient to allow Melissa to 
regain focus and resume work. Some 
days she needed multiple small 
breaks, and the Reading Recovery 
teacher accommodated her needs. 

Given the language and communica-
tion challenges experienced by learn-
ers with ASD, challenging behavior 
is understandable; it can serve one of 
many functions. It may evidence the 
need for escape, a drive to modulate 

sensory input, and/or enable access to 
social or tangible reinforcers. Melissa’s 
behavior was linked to reaching her 
limit for a given day. Thus, the need 
to escape the task, perhaps due to 
fatigue and sensory input overload, 
occurred occasionally. Typical learn-
ers can sometimes communicate their 
level of frustration in more appro-
priate forms. Teaching learners with 
ASD compels an understanding of 
the purpose these behaviors serve. 
Once identified, a behavioral support 
plan aimed at management of trig-
gers will prove instrumental to learn-
ing. A concomitant focus on positive 
replacement behaviors is equally valu-
able (Wheeler & Richey, 2018).

Positive student-teacher relations 
along with a concerted focus on each 
student’s individual strengths are 
paramount in Reading Recovery. 
Capitalizing on Melissa’s oral lan-
guage strength propelled expressive 
dialogue and was a valuable resource 
for writing stories (Clay, 2001). She 
also exhibited command of the lan-
guage structures found in early level 
texts. Additionally, throughout the 
individual lesson series, the Reading 
Recovery teacher and Melissa estab-
lished a trusting relationship. The 
teacher intercepted and offered ways 
to solve without giving “a told.” 
Melissa felt empowered through her 
own solving and successful reading 
and writing. Reading Recovery teach-
ers observe children’s responses and 
help them acquire the necessary expe-
riences and skills for literacy success 
and maintain a positive environment 
conducive to their ongoing success. 
Reading Recovery teachers are  
expertly trained to tailor lessons to 
fit the needs of identified children 
(Lyons, 2003). Melissa urgently need-
ed individualized instruction to gain 

The Reading Recovery 
teaching procedures are 
clearly, carefully, and 
thoughtfully designed. 
As an individually 
responsive intervention, 
Reading Recovery  
lessons are tailored to 
the learner … in order 
to progress and elevate 
performance.
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Table 1.  Guidelines for ASD Modifications and Reading Recovery Teaching 
 
Guidelines for ASD Modifications Reading Recovery Teaching

Use visual props such as icons or  
pictures paired with words to  
support instruction. 

For example, an individualized alphabet book created by the Reading Recovery teacher 
is used to support the development of letter knowledge. The child’s alphabet book is a 
record of the child’s links to letter names and corresponding sounds (Clay, 2016, p. 65). 

Use color-coding with text. If a 
child knows the intent of coding, 
color can be used to effectively 
draw attention.

For example, in text reading, a green sticker may be used to cue the starting point. A  
colored line on the left side of a page might be used to provide assistance with orientation 
for complex text (Clay, 2016, pp. 52-53).  

Use gestural cues with text. To facilitate one-to-one matching while reading, the Reading Recovery teacher may assist 
the student with a helping hand in order to establish the link between print and the spo-
ken word, to regulate looking at specific letters or clusters, and to reinforce written lan-
guage directional requirements for reading (Clay 2016, p. 53).

Use modeling and/or demonstra-
tion before the child attempts a 
task. Allow the child to see the task 
performed by the teacher.

Reading Recovery consistently begins with teacher demonstration. The teacher first 
describes and demonstrates the task; then performs the task along with the student; and, 
finally, calls on the student to independently complete the task. When teaching a letter, 
for example, the Reading Recovery teacher might first demonstrate its formation, then 
work with the child to trace the letter, then guide the child’s hand as they write the letter, 
and, ultimately, direct the child to construct the letter without assistance (Clay, 2016,  
pp. 64-68). Gradually transfer the task to the child.

Use priming, or previewing. For 
example, this includes introducing 
and exposing material to the child 
before reading.

Reading Recovery teachers always provide introductions to new books that are supportive 
enough to ensure a successful first reading of the text and the child orients themselves  
to the story. Introduce the child to the book so that a few things in the book will provide 
opportunities for new learning. Ensure that prior knowledge (meaning), language pro-
cesses, and visual processes can work together while reading (Clay, 2016, pp. 115-117).

Provide explicit directions. The Reading Recovery teacher uses the most explicit and concise language to help the 
child understand a task.  They ensure that the child knows how to proceed before a 
prompt is given. Prompting language conveys maximum information with the fewest 
words so as not to confuse the child (Clay, 2016, pp. 140-141).    

Use pre-correction techniques.  Reading Recovery teachers anticipate what a child might do and prevent unwanted  
literacy behaviors from occurring (Clay, 2016, p. 182). They anticipate what will be 
challenging for a child and respond to them before the unwanted response begins. For 
example, pronoun references are particularly difficult for some children. Therefore, a 
Reading Recovery teacher might help the child understand who is being referenced when 
introducing the story.

When teaching individual words, 
connect them to real text.

When introducing a new story, the Reading Recovery teacher makes the child familiar 
with new vocabulary or concepts and words and phrases of language he might never have 
heard. The teacher must plan for the child to have in his head the ideas and language he 
needs to complete the reading (Clay, 2016, pp. 114-115). 
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confidence and literacy knowledge. 
Her Reading Recovery teacher  
expertly individualized learning 
opportunities and provided necessary  
interactions required for effective 
learning. 

Initially, Melissa struggled with the 
Reading Recovery lesson framework 
and persisted in many off-task behav-
iors. To respond to Melissa’s unique 
needs, the teacher provided a chart 
that served as a visual display of the 
lesson framework—a pictorial repre-
sentation of each part of the lesson. 
As each component was completed,  
Melissa ‘checked it off ’ with a mark-
er. This simple scaffold enabled 
Melissa to get through the entire  
lesson framework. 

Reading Recovery Lessons

Reading texts
Melissa began Reading Recovery  
lessons in January and initial testing 
revealed that she was not consistently 
attending to print. She could read a 
simple text with a repeated sentence 
pattern (e.g., Text Levels 2–3). She 
also knew many letters of the alpha-
bet, identified a number of words 
in isolation, and was able to hear 
sounds in words. These were initial 
strengths to build on; however, her 
strengths were items of knowledge 
and she needed instructional support 
to develop a literacy processing sys-
tem. Learning to look at print was 
an essential initial goal of the teach-
er’s planning and her predictions of 
progress.

During Roaming Around the 
Known, Melissa gained new behav-
iors as a result of the teacher’s careful 
modeling, including consistent left-
to-right directional movement and 
more consistent one-to-one match-
ing. Also during this time, Melissa’s 
Reading Recovery teacher created 
rich opportunities to engage Melissa 
in genuine conversations around 
her reading and writing activities. 
As indicated in Table 1, “talking” 
and “conversing” are a feature of 
ASD guidelines and an essential ele-
ment of Reading Recovery teaching. 
Melissa enjoyed conversations with 
her Reading Recovery teacher, and 
throughout the series of lessons their 
conversations promoted Melissa’s 
engagement and enthusiasm in lit-
eracy and learning. Table 1 addition-

Table 1.  Guidelines for ASD Modifications and Reading Recovery Teaching continued
 
Guidelines for ASD Modifications Reading Recovery Teaching

Teach ways to divide words. Every Reading Recovery lesson includes a short segment that focuses on breaking and 
constructing words (Clay, 2016, p. 72). During this part of the lesson, magnetic letters are 
used to break and construct words to better understand how words work. In reading, the 
teacher helps the child learn how to problem-solve unknown words (Clay, 2016, pp. 150-
155; see also the teaching procedures for taking words apart in reading). In writing, the 
teacher supports the child in solving words using sound and letter boxes and making links 
to other known words (Clay, 2016, pp. 92-106 for example).

Let the child listen to the complete 
story before reading the story.

When introducing a story to a child who requires a high level of support, Reading 
Recovery teachers may let the child hear the full story read before shifting the responsibil-
ity for reading the story to the child (Clay, 2016, p. 116).

Create home/school relationships 
that encourage the family to engage 
in literacy activities at home that 
are similar to the literacy activities 
at school.

Every day, Reading Recovery teachers send one or two storybooks, familiar to the child, 
with the child to be read with parents and caregivers. Additionally, parents and caregivers 
are encouraged to visit and observe their child’s lessons and to provide their feedback to 
teachers at the end of the series of lessons.

Capitalize on the power of talk as 
talking is an important form of 
learning.

In an effort to be sensitive to the thinking, language, and communication needs of each 
learner, Reading Recovery teachers engage in conversation throughout the lesson (Clay, 
2016, p. 31).  Reading Recovery teachers value the importance of conversational exchang-
es as a way to further develop children’s language and as a window into the processing 
taking place during reading and writing. 
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ally displays many of the techniques 
the teacher used to support Melissa’s 
learning of essential, early behaviors. 

Early lessons (reading at Levels 2–5) 
revealed that Melissa was using 
meaning and structure at point of 
difficulty with less attention to visual 
information, limited monitoring of 
visual information, and little self-
correction behavior. A small card 
was used to prompt Melissa where to 
start reading, assisting her with atten-
tion to print. Melissa used this card 
as needed. As she learned to look at 
print more consistently and attend 
to visual information to read a pre-
cise message (reading at Levels 7–9), 
she monitored all sources of informa-
tion more consistently, and evidenced 
more self-correction behaviors. 
Increasingly, these self-corrections 
revealed greater attention to addi-
tional visual information. Eventually, 
Melissa began to read with accu-
racy and phrasing, and steadily 
increased her self-correction rate. As 
she became more successful analyz-
ing visual information (more-com-
plex words), she was more consistent 
in using all sources of information, 
monitoring and self-correcting most 
errors (e.g., Level 12). 

Ultimately, Melissa learned to attend 
to and monitor all sources of infor-
mation; scan more complex words 
on-the-run and read them success-
fully; and self-correct at a high rate. 
She displayed reading enjoyment 
and identified favorite characters in 
books that captured her attention and 
excitement. Gilbert the pig was an 
emergent favorite. She also loved the 
Bella and Rosie book series plus addi-
tional books that involved talking 
animals. Melissa talked about these 
stories enthusiastically revealing  

excellent comprehension of these 
texts. At the end of her access to 
Reading Recovery lessons, near the 
end of the school year, Melissa’s 
Reading Recovery teacher shared the 
following statement of Melissa’s prog-
ress and performance:

By the end of Reading Recovery 
she was utilizing many strate-
gies, such as rereading, using the 
first sounds, chunking, and self-
monitoring to make it look right 
as well as make sense. I truly felt 
like Melissa finally saw herself as 
a reader by the end of Reading 
Recovery. Before, it was just 
something she avoided.

Writing and composing
Melissa’s daily story composing 
revolved around her favorite texts. 
Examples from early to later lessons 
include these:

•  Gilbert the pig got a broken 
leg.

•  Gilbert punched Bella in the 
face.

•  Gilbert the pig ran to Fat Cat.

•  Baby Bear scares Father Bear 
and Mother Bear.

•  Baby Bear is getting taller like 
Hector.

•  Gilbert is a special pig. He got 
married to Miss Pig.

•  Gilbert is happy because he 
likes the farmer.

Melissa’s initial strength with 
Hearing and Recording Sounds in 
Words (HRSIW) assisted her in 
recording her messages, and she also 
seemed to acquire a more exten-
sive writing vocabulary as a result of 
her writing opportunities. Sharing 

the writing task with her Reading 
Recovery teacher, including sharing 
the completion of sound and letter 
boxes, provided the essential support 
for Melissa to gain confidence in her 
writing. She enjoyed composing and 
writing stories of her favorite charac-
ters and, over time, she was able to 
write more-complex sentences. Her 
Reading Recovery teacher’s observa-
tions of Melissa’s increased comfort 
with risk taking suggest that Melissa 
was becoming a more independent 
learner: 

Early in lessons she realized 
that the writing would be a 
shared activity between us, and 
that encouraged her to take a 
few more risks and not lose her 
patience as much. Finding that 
fine line between pushing her to 
apply her own skills and giving 
her assistance was likely more 
important with Melissa than any 
other student I’ve taught. I knew 
she needed to learn to view writ-
ing as a positive activity and not 
a negative one.

In her writing, as well as in reading, 
the Reading Recovery teacher’s atten-
tion to linking word learning to per-
tinent and meaningful information to 
Melissa seemed an important aspect 
of her progress. For example, learning 
about taking words apart by breaking 
the word farmer into chunks (farm-
er) was important to Melissa due to 
her fascination and motivation to 
read and write stories about Gilbert 
the pig. Additional support for 
Melissa linked to the reciprocity of 
writing and reading and included her 
attention to letter sorts, taking words 
apart, and linking word learning to 
words of special meaning to her.
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Melissa’s reading and writing  
progress
To examine Melissa’s progress in 
reading and writing, her pre- and 
post-lessons Observation Survey 
results are displayed in Figure 1. 

The Observation Survey (Clay, 2013)
reveals that Melissa began lessons 
reading on Text Level 3. She tested 
at Level 14 at the time her lessons 
ended. This growth was substan-
tial even though her reading in this 
test situation did not reach a level 
commensurate with her first-grade 
peers. It is important to share that at 
this same time, Melissa’s classroom 
teacher was finding her successful in 
guided reading lessons at Level 16, 
and her Reading Recovery teacher 
found her successful at Level 17 in 
texts of high interest if given an effec-
tive book introduction. These indica-
tors confirm that Melissa had made 
substantial progress as a result of the 
instruction her Reading Recovery 
teacher provided. Most importantly, 

Melissa enjoyed reading, especially 
any stories that included her favorite 
characters and topics.

At the conclusion of her Reading 
Recovery lessons, Melissa wrote 55 
words on the Writing Vocabulary 
task (see Figure 1), displaying sub-
stantial growth in writing vocabulary 
(see Figure 2). On this task, as on the 
Word Test, the Concepts About Print 
task, and the HRSIW task, Melissa’s 
scores were at stanine 5, or at average 
in comparison to learners her age. 

Prior to beginning lessons in January, 
Melissa’s learning was stagnant and 
spiraling lower due to her frustration, 
her behaviors, and her overall diffi-
culty in focus and engagement with 
learning. With her Reading Recovery 
teacher, Melissa made remarkable 
growth in her literacy learning, and 
as lessons ended, she exhibited effec-
tive literacy processing strategies in 
the context of both lessons and in  
her classroom.

Summary of learning 
Melissa, a child deemed one of 
the lowest literacy learners in her 
school and identified with ASD and 
ADHD, made substantial progress  
and demonstrated new literacy 
behaviors at the close of her Reading 
Recovery lessons. Identified early 
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for special education, Melissa is an 
example of a child for whom Reading 
Recovery has made a substantial 
impact on her literacy acquisition. 
The Reading Recovery teacher’s 
observations, her responsive teaching, 
and her insightful selection of high-
interest materials contributed posi-
tively to Melissa’s improved focus  
on learning and success in reading 
and writing. 

Through individualized lessons and 
decisive interactions in Reading 
Recovery, in concert with the team-
work of the resource teacher, speech 
pathologist, classroom teacher, and 
occupational therapist, Melissa 
received support to promote her lit-
eracy learning. The entire educational 
team recognized Melissa’s progress 
and confidence in literacy. Melissa 
truly embraced the role of reader 
and writer. She learned to experi-
ence reading and writing in a posi-
tive, meaningful way — building on 
her individual needs and strengths 
with the help of a highly responsive 
skilled Reading Recovery teacher. 
Ultimately, Reading Recovery posi-
tioned Melissa for a brighter future. 

Conclusion
A child’s status at the beginning of a 
literacy intervention does not allow 
for an accurate prediction of out-
come. But, Reading Recovery—with 
its individualized instruction cou-
pled with teaching expertise—opti-
mizes the possibility of success. The 
Reading Recovery intervention pro-
vided Melissa the opportunity for 
relevant activities and a degree of 
autonomy (Johnston, 2012). Melissa 
developed critical understanding 
through carefully designed, indi-
vidualized lessons prescribed to fit 
her needs by her Reading Recovery 

teacher. She was fully engaged, an 
advantage for her learning. This 
assertion applies to all students deter-
mined to be at risk, including those 
with autism. Indeed, no child need 
be excluded from an opportunity to 
learn and grow (Clay, 1991; Clay, 
2015; Lyons, 2003). The opportunity  
for individualized instruction by a 
specialist Reading Recovery teacher 
is the critical component for helping 
challenging learners realize literacy 
success. 

Finally, although Melissa’s access to 
Reading Recovery lessons ended as 
she was promoted to second grade, 
it was important to continue moni-
toring her progress and offering her 
classroom teacher support and advice. 
If her school had a Literacy Lessons™ 
teacher, Melissa might be a candidate 
for ongoing individual instruction 
from the Literacy Lessons teacher 
to ensure her ongoing development 
as a proficient reader and writer 
(Konstantellou & Lose, 2009; Lose 
& Konstantellou, 2017). 
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New from RRCNA
Special collections of your all-time favorites 

from the Scott, Foresman and Company 
Reading Unlimited Series

COLLECTION 1
Pat’s New Puppy • The Missing Necklace • The Lion’s Tail • Catch That Frog • Ten Little Bears

NOW EXPANDED WITH 7 NEW TITLES IN COLLECTION 2
The Pot of Gold • Three Little Pigs • The Great Big Enormous Turnip • Happy Faces 

The Bus Ride • The Baby Monkey • The Little Knight

FOR READING RECOVERY PERSONNEL ONLY!
Reading Recovery Testing Packet
All 23 individual books shrink wrapped in one 
packet. PDF file of book introductions and  
replacement text for leveled text reading  
passages provided via a link in your email  
purchase confirmation.

MEMBER PRICE $30

MEMBER PRICE $7 EACH BOOK  
BUNDLE AND SAVE! GET ALL 12 TITLES FOR $79!
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Editor’s Note: This is the second in a series of articles  
published in this journal about Reading Recovery and 
improvement science. See Forbes, S., Askew, B., Flight, J.,  
& Embry, J. (2019). 

Colleagues from Reading Recovery® convened in 
Columbus, OH, to initiate a networked improvement 
community (NIC) in summer 2019. This group sought to 
use principles of networked improvement science (Bryk, 
Grunow, Gomez, & LeMahieu, 2015) to identify prob-
lems of practice and develop promising but small-scale 
changes that would strengthen the work of Reading 
Recovery teachers, teacher leaders, and trainers. The 
group was motivated to engage in this process to iden-
tify the most impactful teaching strategies to support 
the needs of struggling first-grade readers and to do so 
without fundamentally altering the trademarked one-to-
one instructional model that has come to define Reading 
Recovery. The group’s work was informed by Clay’s per-
spective that effective teaching requires teachers to work 
in response to the needs of the learner and “make effec-
tive decisions, moment by moment, on the evidence of the 
child’s responses during the individual teaching sessions” 
(Clay, 1994, p. 124). Indeed, the group agreed to main-
tain a state of perpetual inquiry and to make calculated 
adjustments in response to evidence. These principles are 
foundational to Reading Recovery and align with the key 
tenets of improvement science. 

In this article, we describe the initial efforts to launch 
the Reading Recovery NIC, with a particular focus on 
the establishment and formalization of a network hub, 
an entity designed to carry out and, over time, coordi-
nate continuous improvement efforts as capacity for this 
work grows. The NIC and its Hub will use the principles 
of improvement science as a basis for improving practices 
within Reading Recovery. 

Improvement Science and Networked 
Improvement Communities
Broadly, improvement science involves the systematic 
application of small-scale tests carried out within the con-
text of rapid Plan-Do-Study-Act (PDSA) cycles (Bryk et 
al., 2015). These cycles are designed to test small, measur-
able changes that are often embedded within the context 
of existing processes, tools, or practices. The improve-
ment science process helps organizations to identify prob-
lems deemed important to frontline users (i.e., Reading 
Recovery teachers), and situates improvement activities 
within a specific system, seeking to minimize variation in 
implementation—and thus outcomes—through iterative 
tests of change. 

A NIC is an intentionally designed entity that adopts, 
as its primary focus, a common problem of practice. 
NICs facilitate social learning for network participants as 
well as support the coordination of improvement activi-
ties relative to a specific and widely shared aim (Bryk, 
Gomez, & Grunow, 2011). Four characteristics distin-
guish these communities from other organizational struc-
tures (LeMahieu, Grunow, Baker, Nordstrum, & Gomez, 
2017). According to LeMahieu and colleagues, a NIC

•  focuses on a specific shared aim that articulates 
what members hope to accomplish and why. 

•  adopts a systems perspective that situates problems 
related to the aim in their full complexity. NIC 
actions reflect a shared theory of improvement that 
defines the change ideas to be introduced and how 
they contribute to the achievement of the aim. 

 •  introduces and examines change ideas in a  
disciplined manner though PDSA cycles.

•  works in a coordinated manner and documents the 
work, gathering evidence to illuminate the condi-
tions under which changes ideas are effective. 

Initiating a Network’s Renewal: Charting 
the Development of Reading Recovery’s 
Networked Improvement Community 
Chad R. Lochmiller and Jennifer Karnopp, Indiana University Bloomington
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Given the diffuse nature of a NIC, a Hub charged with 
coordinating improvement activities is paramount. The 
Hub’s coordination includes building processes that guide 
improvement efforts as well as monitoring improvement 
activities launched throughout the broader community. A 
robust analytics infrastructure is critical to this work. In 
broad strokes, the network Hub serves as a source of tech-
nical guidance and collaboration (Bryk et al., 2015) and it 
does not function like a traditionally conceived governing 
body. Often the Hub’s work begins by helping members 
of the network articulate a problem of practice that can be 
addressed through the subsequent development of PDSA 
cycles. Importantly, the initiation of a NIC and devel-
opment of a Hub is not a linear process (Russell, Bryk, 
Dolle, Gomez, LeMahieu, & Grunow, 2017). Rather, it 
often occurs in response to a specific challenge that ema-
nates from within a particular organization.

NIC Initiation Within the Reading 
Recovery Network
We joined the Reading Recovery Hub as a consulting 
team in August 2019, following a request from Dr. Billie 
Askew, founding executive sponsor, and Dr. Salli Forbes, 
founding director. The request indicated the need to  
provide technical assistance and coaching support in four 
key areas: 

1.  Assist the Hub in formalizing a new organizational 
identity and establish norms that would invite col-
laboration and problem solving. 

2.  Assist in narrowing the problem(s) the Hub would 
begin solving. 

3.  Assist in developing administrative processes and 
procedures to guide the solicitation and develop-
ment of PDSA cycles outside the Hub’s immediate 
scope of influence. 

4.  Formulate a long-range work plan that defined 
both what the NIC would accomplish in the next 
2 or 3 years to support codifying funding and 
capacity requirements, as well as set an agenda for 
the slow scaling of improvement activities. 

This article stems from our reflections on the initial devel-
opment of the Hub—the first step towards NIC initia-
tion—which occurred from August 2019 to January 2020. 
This description is situated and partial as the Hub’s work 
is still underway. In this article, we discuss the develop-
ment of norms; the process of identifying a shared prob-

lem of practice; developing a theory of improvement; and 
learning the process of improvement science. We close 
with a reflection on the Hub’s work to date and lay out 
important next steps to move this work forward.

Importantly, the Hub’s current work builds on prior 
efforts to identify important problems which began in 
2017, with support from the network of university train-
ing centers and trainers. Through conversations facili-
tated by Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of 
Teaching, 49 Reading Recovery colleagues from a variety 
of institutional contexts focused on two challenges: (a) 
variation in student outcomes and (b) growing and sus-
taining our work (Forbes et al., 2019). These challenges 
have animated much of the network’s discussion about 
improvement and serve as the basis for the Hub’s ongoing 
work. The Hub has continued elements of this conversa-
tion throughout the 2019–2020 academic year. 

Development of norms 
A critical first step in the Hub’s initiation involved devel-
oping social norms that nurtured positive and trusting 
relationships which could then facilitate collective learn-
ing (Bryk, Gomez, & Grunow, 2011). In a network set-
ting, social norms serve as the bedrock of the entire com-
munity, define its collective identity, and establish ‘rules 
of road’ that make it a distinct social space focused on 
improvement activities. From the outset, members of the 
Hub expressed a strong desire to work in a cohesive man-
ner. Thus, during the first PDSA clinic held in Columbus,  
OH, we helped the Hub define norms (see Table 1) that 
would nurture individual and group behaviors necessary 
for sustained conversations about improvement. We have 
revisited these norms at the beginning of every meeting 
since. These norms outline individual and group commit-
ments to ways of interacting and recognize that—above 
all else—the Hub’s work focuses on the needs of children 
served by Reading Recovery. By January, members of the 
Hub reported notable differences in their culture that 
invited new ways of working and collaborating because of 
the establishment of these norms. Indeed, as one member 
remarked, “When we come into this space, we leave our 
roles at the door and focus on the work.” Over time, Hub 
members have become increasingly comfortable challeng-
ing each other’s assumptions about the possible causes of 
network-related problems as well as assumptions behind 
potential change ideas. These exchanges have fueled 
renewed understanding about the purpose of Reading 
Recovery practices and the intent of standard operating 
processes. 
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In addition, members of the Hub defined a set of non-
negotiables, which may be of particular interest to the 
readers of this journal. Non-negotiables are attributes of 
Reading Recovery that are so ingrained in its institutional 
identity that Hub members felt that changes in these areas 
would fundamentally alter the nature of the program. 
These non-negotiables, which now guide all conversations 
about change ideas, include 

•  a commitment that Reading Recovery will remain 
a one-to-one reading intervention designed to serve 
the lowest-performing students in first grade; 

•  a strong conviction to maintain Reading Recovery’s 
unique identity and honor its theoretical and empir-
ical basis; and 

•  a commitment to working with a perpetual state 
of inquiry, a reference to Marie Clay’s (2015) own 
epistemological perspective. 

Defining these non-negotiables has enabled the Hub to 
engage in initial discussions about the challenges facing 
the broader network and change ideas that might respond 
to them. More importantly, these non-negotiables have 
helped to relieve a sense of anxiety about how far changes  
might go in reshaping features of the landmark program. 

Formalizing the Hub within the Reading Recovery  
network
Early work of the Hub also included the development 
of an operating charter that articulated the Hub’s rela-
tionship to four central entities in the Reading Recovery 
network:  

1.  North American Trainers Group (NATG)

2.  Reading Recovery Council of North America 
(RRCNA) 

3.  Canadian Institute of Reading Recovery (CIRR) 

4.  Project Advisory Board at The Ohio State  
University (OSU)  

The concept of a charter is widely discussed in improve-
ment research as an important precursor for sustained 
improvement activities (Langley et al., 2009).  In the case 
of the Reading Recovery network, the operating charter 
positions the Hub within the broader Reading Recovery 
network that has the autonomy to engage in improve-
ment work. This autonomy is important as improvement 
cycles occur quickly and the process will not function 
if delayed by hierarchical organizational arrangements. 
The operating charter also specifies the conditions within 
which the Hub can undertake these activities relative to 
the network’s existing governance arrangements. Though 
the operating charter grants the Hub autonomy to explore 
possible change ideas, NATG retains authority to formally 
approve and adopt changes in Reading Recovery practices, 
policies, or training developed by the Hub. 

Clarifying the focus of improvement 
A NIC rests on the clear articulation of a shared improve-
ment problem understood by all members so that they can 
engage in solving the problem. Thus, throughout the fall 
of 2019, members of the Hub worked to articulate a clear 
and widely shared improvement problem as reflected in a 
fishbone diagram, which is an improvement science tool 
used to help identify root causes. This, in turn, supported 
the development of an aim statement and corresponding 
theory of improvement as reflected in a driver diagram, 
which collectively identifies specific points of leverage 
and possible change ideas. Importantly, initial discus-
sions developed through the Phase 1 work with Carnegie 
(Forbes et al., 2019) led to a new understanding that 
school boards, superintendents, and others had conflated 

Table 1.  North American Reading Recovery Improvement Science Hub Norms

I commit to …

•  Listening
•  Having a positive attitude
• Remaining focused on the mission
• Seeking clarity
• Taking risks
• Negotiating
•  Being prepared and participating fully
• Assuming positive intent

We commit to …

• Confidentiality
• Working from trust
• Seeking clarity
• Valuing honesty and transparency
• Seeking resolution
• Valuing differences in roles
•  Accountability for ourselves and our work

Above all else …

•  We aspire to keep the focus 
on the children
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varied results with ineffective performance. Members of 
Phase 1 determined that the decline in Reading Recovery 
implementations was partly the product of these varied  
results. In these discussions members defined results 
broadly to include both the number of students being 
discontinued as well as other markers tracking Reading 
Recovery’s growth. 

Through successive conversations, the Hub increasingly 
focused on instructional strength as an important explan-
atory factor in both fishbone problems identified (varia-
tion in results, and growing and sustaining our work). 
Indeed, prior evaluation research (May, Sirinides, Gray, 
& Goldsworthy, 2016), pointed to variable instructional 
strength as a predictor of student outcomes in Reading 
Recovery, concluding that stronger and more intention-
al instruction resulted in students being discontinued 
from the program at higher rates. Members of the Hub 
determined that it was the ability to identify patterns in 
a child’s reading and writing behavior that ultimately 
explained the teacher’s success or difficulty. Instructional 
strength was thus predicated on the teacher’s ability to 
describe and make inferences about the child’s literacy 
processing system as represented by these patterns and 
respond to this system in their instruction. This defini-
tion of instructional strength is important for two reasons. 
First, it specifies teachers and teacher leaders as frontline 
users and indicates that improvement challenges will likely 
involve making changes in key aspects of their work. 
Second, it defines an area within which the Reading 
Recovery network can take direct action to solve the  
problem without redefining the children for whom 
Reading Recovery is designed or removing children from 
the intervention while in progress. 

Learning the process of improvement
While the charter defined the Hub’s scope of influence 
and clarity about the problem provided greater direction 
for the Hub’s scope of work, Hub members required fur-
ther opportunities to learn the improvement science pro-
cess. Thus, through a series of face-to-face PDSA clinics 
held in Columbus, OH, members of the Hub have con-
tinued to engage in sustained professional learning about 
the improvement science process as well as the tools used 
to complete different parts of the process. Through these 
meetings, members worked to develop skills ranging from 
problem identification to the use of practical measure-
ment. These skills are critical to the successful imple-
mentation of improvement science and reflect one of our 

core assumptions about how to effectively initiate a NIC. 
These assumptions include that members of the network, 
particularly those in Hub roles must

•  possess a well-defined understanding of the struc-
tured inquiry process before initiating PDSA cycles 
throughout the larger NIC;

•  act as guides for the larger improvement process and 
thus must be prepared to lead, coach, and support 
this process on several levels;

•  know how to help others identify a problem of prac-
tice, complete a fishbone diagram, articulate a clear 
aim statement, develop a driver diagram to articu-
late a compelling theory of improvement; and 

•  design effective PDSA cycles using appropriately 
specified practical measures. 

Members of the Hub have learned that the improvement 
science process is complex and requires a significant com-
mitment of time and analytic skill. Foremost, the process 
begins with a clearly articulated problem of practice that is 
relevant to users and engaging to the individuals who will 
carry out the improvement work. 

Determining a theory of improvement
The Hub determined that variation in instructional prac-
tices likely predict how well Reading Recovery teachers 
support students and thus help them recover a normal 
reading trajectory. To unpack this problem, members con-
ducted a root cause analysis (RCA). This analysis allowed 
members to identify all of the potential causes for a partic-
ular problem that they could respond to without engaging 
other entities within the network. In addition to the com-
pletion and review of a fishbone diagram, RCA requires 
the development of a theory of improvement. One of the 
primary reasons that interventions or changes introduced 
in an organization often fail is that users do not fully con-
sider the origin or structure of the problem. Improvement 
science seeks to overcome this challenge by investing con-
siderable time defining the problem in a clear and action-
able way. This has been a key learning for the Hub mem-
bers during their work this year.

Members of the Hub defined a tentative theory of 
improvement corresponding with their understanding 
of the problem. This theory explains the relationship 
between the aim specified by the Hub and the specific 
change ideas that they intend to test. In response to this 
theory of improvement, members articulated a series of 
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possible change ideas that became the basis for their  
ongoing improvement cycles. Notably, their change ideas 
are largely situated within processes, practices, and tools 
that are widely used by Reading Recovery teachers and 
teacher leaders. An important motivation for their work is 
to identify practices that can be minimally amended but 
produce significant improvements in student outcomes — 
in other words, to introduce small changes with signifi-
cant leverage. 

One striking aspect of the Hub’s learning has been recog-
nizing how variable the use of common Reading Recovery 
processes and tools appear to be, even among members of 
the Hub who are seasoned professionals with many years 
of experience. Given this variation, members used pro-
cess maps to unpack existing practices from beginning to 
end. These maps have revealed compelling differences and 
similarities that motivated many improvement-focused 
conversations.  Figure 1 illustrates one perspective uncov-
ered in one Reading Recovery standard work process. 
Producing these maps enabled members to see how even 
small differences in process among Hub members prevent-
ed them from seeing the problem clearly and thus posed a 
barrier to formulating a change idea that could potential-
ly solve the problem. Due to the breadth of the Reading 
Recovery network, such activities as process mapping will 
likely be critical in order to clarify differing understand-
ings. Indeed, for the Hub, this activity has proven to be 
one of the most informative in terms of understanding 
variation across the United States, between the United 
States and Canada, as well as between and among teach-
ers, teacher leaders, and trainers. 

Testing Change Ideas
After formulating a clear understanding of the process, 
members of the Hub have identified possible change ideas. 
These ideas, which are specific and small in scale, serve 
as the basis for successive PDSA cycles. Unlike changes 
that are broad in scope, members are working from the 
premise that changes should be easily introduced in prac-
tice without the need for significant new training or pro-
fessional development. The ideas are meant to scale over 
time as mounting evidence gained through successive 
PDSA cycles suggests that they are effective under diverse 
conditions. A medical analogy may be useful in describing  
this approach. Instead of beginning with a surgical inter-
vention, doctors often adopt less aggressive means first 
and respond to evidence (i.e., patient health data) to 
determine their next steps. As data warrants, they adopt 

additional interventions depending on their patient’s pro-
gression toward full recovery. In improvement science, 
members function with a similar perspective and are, in 
effect, using the same approach. Their work incorpo-
rates small changes that are adjusted based on evidence 
produced through PDSA cycles. This stepwise progres-
sion enables the members to determine what works under 
which conditions. It also prevents making changes that 
yield staggering failures which could be detrimental to  
the program model and the students it serves. Indeed,  
this approach mirrors the thoughtful way of working 
adopted by Reading Recovery teachers, teacher leaders, 
and trainers in their daily practice. 

A central learning for members of the Hub has been  
distinguishing between traditional outcome measures  
(e.g., percentage of students being discontinued) versus 
practical measures that can be used to inform the net-
work’s learning (e.g., student’s accuracy and self-correction 
rates, teacher perceptions of literacy processing behaviors,  
etc.). The Hub’s preliminary conversations focused on 
the rate of students being discontinued as the primary 
outcome measure. This outcome is important but likely 
mediated by other factors. In contrast, practical measures 
link directly to the work of the users and therefore pre-

 Figure 1.  Process Map Depicting Key Decision Points 
Involved in Completing the Lesson Record 
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dict whether a change idea is being implemented in an 
appropriate or timely manner. It can be assumed that a 
positive change in a practical measure will lead to a posi-
tive change in outcome measures. Hub members have 
thus begun to realize that achieving a stated outcome in 
Reading Recovery ultimately requires focused attention on 
mediating factors and practical measures that have typi-
cally not been examined systematically.  

One of the most important learnings for the Hub has 
been its recognition that the frequency and repetition of 
patterns in teacher practice is likely an important measure 
for consideration. Data for these measures did not exist 
before the Hub began its work. Thus, members started 
their improvement effort by developing a rubric to gather 
baseline information. As one example, the rubric mea-
sured to what extent the teachers referenced aspects of 
literacy processing theory in their summaries of the day’s 
lesson on running records. This information provided 
Hub members with an opportunity to learn about and 
reflect on practices. More importantly, it enabled them 
to understand how variation in these practices was likely 
contributing to different outcomes. Hub members are 
now iterating this change idea through successive PDSA 
cycles to gather more information with which to inform 
the development of future change ideas. As Park and 
Takahashi (2013) note, a PDSA cycle can focus on spe-
cific changes to practice, processes or tools, or frameworks 
that organize knowledge. In the Hub’s case, there is evi-
dence that they are working across these areas through 
their initial PDSAs.

Taking Stock of the Experience to Date
Looking at the Hub’s experience to date, several findings 
appear to be significant. First, much like any newcomer 
to improvement science, members of the Hub initially 
struggled to identify the challenges facing the Reading 
Recovery system and their causes. Hub members’ initial 
perspectives were wrapped in understandings of individual 
roles (e.g., teacher, teacher leader, and trainer) instead 
of the Reading Recovery practices that defined work 
between teachers and students. Breaking free from this 
perspective has enabled members to see the work of the 
network in new ways and to envision possibilities for 
small-scale changes that can be introduced. Indeed, this 
learning reflects the shift toward user- and problem-cen-
tered thinking that is central to the work of improvement 

science. This means considering the work of teachers as 
the basis for the Reading Recovery enterprise and scaling  
up to include supports provided by teacher leaders  
and trainers. 

Second, through the improvement process, Hub members 
have developed a shared understanding of the Reading 
Recovery processes related to the problem they are try-
ing to solve. This clarity has allowed members to under-
stand sources of variation that had previously perplexed 
and often obscured the ‘real’ causes of the problem. 
Interestingly, none of the problems identified by the Hub 
have, as of yet, required making fundamental changes 
to the Reading Recovery program model. Instead, mem-
bers of the Hub have focused on changes that eliminate 
sources of potential variation in work processes which are 
used by Reading Recovery teachers, teacher leaders, and 
trainers. 

Third, learning how a PDSA should be structured 
requires understanding the distinction between tradition-
al experimental research and improvement research. In 
experimental research the aim is to determine whether  
an intervention works under generic conditions. This 
allows the researcher to claim with confidence that an 
intervention truly contributed to the observed outcome. 
In improvement research, variation is the problem that we 
seek to address in order to achieve coherence in practices 
that contribute to the aim. Understanding this distinction 
is essential for a well-designed and executed PDSA cycle 
and yet is an opaque aspect of improvement work.

Interestingly, none of the problems 
identified by the Hub have, as of yet, 
required making fundamental changes 
to the Reading Recovery program 
model. Instead, members of the Hub 
have focused on changes that elimi-
nate sources of potential variation in 
work processes which are used by 
Reading Recovery teachers, teacher 
leaders, and trainers. 
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Moving Forward
The process of designing and launching their own PDSA 
cycles has created a sense of momentum for members of 
the Hub. This momentum reflects not only their hard 
work throughout the first half of the academic year but 
also the deepening relationships and respect that are vital 
for social learning. As the work progresses, members are 
now considering how to formalize improvement activities 
so that they are accessible to the entire Reading Recovery 
network. This reflects a recognition that users who are 
new to improvement science will require both an orien-
tation to the process and access to tools, resources, and 
other guidance that help the network carry out this work. 

In response, the Hub has started developing infrastructure 
to support other colleagues who will become part of the 
NIC. Part of this infrastructure includes extensive use of 
cloud-based technology and routine use of a social learn-
ing platform called Slack, that integrates email and file 
sharing into a single communication stream. This com-
mitment to readily accessible web-based tools reflects the 
Hub’s desire to facilitate real-time communication that 
will link participating groups across the diverse Reading 
Recovery network. 

Beyond infrastructure, the Hub has also begun developing 
standard operating procedures related to membership and 
future growth. These procedures include membership  
selection and onboarding, communication strategies with 
external and internal constituencies, as well as protocols 
for meetings in both face-to-face and virtual formats. 
While these may seem like relatively simplistic tasks, they 
are important for a growing NIC. Adding new members, 
in particular, represents one of the most important priori-
ties for the Hub. Social relationships are central to net-
work learning and the spread of innovations (Pittaway, 
Robertson, Munir, Denyer, & Neely, 2004). Further, new 
members address capacity constraints which could limit 
how quickly the Hub is able to define, execute, and learn 
from improvement cycles. Not surprisingly, members 
have taken considerable care in determining how to bring 
new members into the Hub as well as the process they 
would use to make these decisions. They determined that 
the best approach to member selection was to ask: What 
capacity does the Hub need to undertake its improvement 
work? This moved the conversation away from the belief 
that the Hub needs to be a representative body toward one 
that acknowledges that the Hub and the larger NIC exist 

to respond to a particular problem. The most recent solici-
tation for new members produced more than 20 applica-
tions using a modified process.

Onboarding members and preparing them for improve-
ment work requires determining the information that 
new members will need to ensure that they are fully 
informed about the Hub’s culture and work. Initially the 
Hub decided to initiate the onboarding process through 
a 30-minute welcome session where the current co-direc-
tors, Jennifer Flight and Amy Smith, share the norms of 
the Hub, speak to the culture that Hub members work in, 
and apprise the new members about steps they can take 
to become familiar with the Hub’s current improvement 
work. Central to this process is a request that new mem-
bers read Learning to Improve (Bryk et al., 2015) as well as 
become familiar with the improvement designs described 
in The Improvement Guide (Langley et al., 2009). This 
process is currently being examined and enhanced 
through a PDSA cycle. 

Scaling the Hub for Reading Recovery’s 
Renewal
With an infrastructure and work processes in place, the 
Hub will be ready for its next chapter which will involve 
scaling to engage others within the Reading Recovery 
network. Scaling represents an important developmental 
stage for the Hub and is likely the one with the greatest 
potential to shift the Reading Recovery network’s current 
trajectory. Preliminary conversations among Hub mem-
bers have begun to envision this stage. First, and most 
importantly, the core group of committed Hub members 
will remain. In addition to leading PDSA cycles, members 
also plan to work in collaboration with other elements 
of the network to facilitate PDSAs that are aligned with 
the Hub’s network-level goals. These new PDSAs will be 
housed in smaller, user-focused teams and centered on 
identifying and solving specific problems which may be 
related to working with students, initial or ongoing train-
ing, and addressing concerns of district leaders and/or 
other constituencies beyond the network.  

The Hub will also need to consider how best to interface 
with existing governing bodies so that promising ideas 
are approved for formal adoption. The charter allows the 
Hub to conduct improvement cycles, however, to make 
these changes part of Reading Recovery’s standard operat-
ing processes, the Hub needs a mechanism to relay infor-
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mation about successful change ideas to NATG. This 
will likely require negotiating a shared understanding of 
indicators of improvement (i.e., how do we know that a 
change is more than promising). A timeline for formal 
adoption will also be important. Most importantly, the 
engagement of NATG will support testing on a large scale 
allowing for a rigorous examination of promising changes. 

Finally, in addition to formal communications to Reading 
Recovery governing boards, the Hub will need to engage 
in two-way communication with the larger Reading 
Recovery network and external constituencies. Already the 
Hub has drafted a communication plan and has begun 
informal communication through an independent Twitter 
account (@RRNA_HUB). In addition, there is a commit-
ment to regularly connect with outlets recognized in the 
Reading Recovery network, including routine publication 
in this journal. The Hub now needs to determine how to 
solicit ideas from members of the Reading Recovery net-
work to enable the Hub to learn from the network. It is 
critical that conversations about improvement challenges 
are informed by real-time, front-line perspectives. 

Ultimately, this has been a period of significant progress 
for the Hub. The members have taken important steps 
toward the establishment of an NIC that serves the needs 
of the Reading Recovery network and supports expanded  
use of improvement science as a common approach to 
improvement. They have done this work in a way that 
engenders a collegial, problem-focused, solution-driven 
way of working. Most importantly, they have undertaken  
this effort with a commitment to igniting Reading 
Recovery’s long-term renewal and engaging its members 
in a perpetual state of inquiry that, above all else, keeps 
the focus of its improvement work on the needs of the 
first-grade students that the program serves. 
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Author’s Note: This article was adapted 
from the author’s keynote address at 
the 2017 Reading Recovery Council of 
Michigan Institute. All children’s names 
are pseudonyms.

Introduction
Over the 35 years of Reading 
Recovery® implementation in the 
United States, we have wonderful  
messages to share related to how 
low-progress first-grade children can 
make accelerated progress within 
12–20 weeks of service. Our messages  
can and should continue to disrupt 
how researchers, administrators, 
teachers, and parents think about 
children who struggle to learn to read 
after 1 year of instruction. 

In this article, I highlight three  
such messages:

1.  A struggling first grader can 
make accelerated progress, 
reaching average reading levels 
of his classroom within a short 
amount of time.

2.  The teacher teaches for the 
child’s accelerated progress; 
not a packaged program, set 
of materials, gimmicks,  
technology, or procedures.

3.  The school is responsible for 
preventing reading failure, 
organizing effectively to mini-
mize the number of children 
who will need long-term, 
intervention services.

Upon first reading, you might agree 
that these are wonderful, positive 

messages, but these messages should 
also be considered disruptive at many 
levels. If not, the messages have the 
potential to become so comfortable 
and familiar that they end up rever-
berating in an echo chamber where 
we don’t continually challenge our-
selves and others as to the potential 
and limitations of our work with the 
most fragile of learners. For example, 
as a Reading Recovery trainer who 
continues to teach children, I consid-
er my teaching “disruptive,” but I can 
consider the adjective, disruptive, as 
positive, so that each time a child sits 
down next to me, I am attempting to 
disrupt this child’s learning trajectory 
and to disrupt that trajectory for the 
better. Conversely, if the child isn’t 
progressing as I had thought, then 
my teaching needs to be disrupted, 
so that the child can accelerate his 
learning.

In the remaining sections of this 
article, I will attempt to explain how 
each of these three messages above 
have the potential to be wonderfully 
disruptive, while ultimately emerging 
as messages that can resonate with 
hope for our future work together 
with children who are struggling to 
learn to read.  

A Struggling Reader Can 
Make Accelerated Progress
A struggling first grader can make 
accelerated progress in a short 
amount of time. Using An Obser-
vation Survey of Early Literacy 
Achievement (Clay, 2013), the teacher 

identifies the lowest 20% of the first-
grade cohort and from that cohort 
selects the children who need the 
intervention the most. In the stan-
dard amount of delivery time of 
12–20 weeks, most of the children 
accelerate their progress, reaching 
average levels of reading achievement 
by the end of the intervention.

Maria was one such child. She started 
her daily, one-half hour lessons with 
me reading at Text Level 3, and after 
46 lessons over 12 weeks, Maria suc-
cessfully exited the Reading Recovery 
intervention reading Level 14.

We often describe children’s progress  
by using raw scores and stanines. 
Why don’t we instead disrupt our 
comfort with numbers and remind 
ourselves what those numbers are 
actually describing. For example,  
when Maria entered Reading 
Recovery, she read At the Zoo (Scott 
Foresman, 1979) at her instructional 
level, i.e., at 90 percent word accuracy 
or higher. Figure 1 illustrates a repre-
sentative page from that book. Maria 
quickly picked up on the repetitive 
structure and heavily used the pic-
tures, never pointing.

After 46 lessons over 12 weeks, Maria 
read George the Porcupine (Scott 
Foresman, 1979) at her instructional 
level. See Figure 2 for a representa-
tive page from this book. Maria was 
reading George the Porcupine without 
her finger as well, but she was very 
focused on the text, problem solving 
if she got stuck, and phrasing the  
passage with expression. 

Wonderfully Disruptive Messages 
from Reading Recovery 
James R. Schnug, The Ohio State University
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Figure 3 contains Maria’s story, “I 
like to eat peanuts,” that she co-wrote 
with me in her second lesson. She 
wrote I and like on her own. I wrote 
to. She wrote e in eat as well as the p, 
n, and s in peanuts. 

When she successfully exited the 
intervention at week 12, she was inde-

pendently writing the type of story 
seen in Figure 4: “Ben’s tooth fall 
down by the apple. He showed his 
teacher.” An English learner, Maria 
independently composed and wrote 
every word in that story, except teach-
er. For this last word, she wrote the t, 
e, and er, and for ch, she trialed sh.

If this first message—that a strug-
gling reader can make accelerated 
progress—is to be viewed as “wonder-
fully disruptive,” aggregate numbers 
mute, if not distance us from what 
this first grader accomplished, i.e., 
Maria’s reading and writing samples 
evidence what she accomplished in a 
short amount of time, not what  
she earned. 

Since 1984, when Reading Recovery 
was first brought from New Zealand 
to Columbus, OH, tens of thousands 
of struggling children, like Maria, 
have accomplished something similar. 
What other programs, reading 
protocols, or teacher training can 
help our Marias accomplish some-
thing similar?

Dramatic progress in a short amount 
of time; that is what Maria accom-
plished. Clay (2016) says it better:

The child requiring help with 
early reading and writing has 
been making very slow progress 
and has been dropping further 
and further behind his peers. In 
order to catch up he will have to 
progress faster than his classmates 
for a time. (p. 19) 

Of course, we do use numbers in 
Reading Recovery that can quickly 
show this faster progress for groups 
of children. For example, Figure 5 
summarizes the 2018–2019 United 
States cohort on text reading prog-
ress. This graph is produced by the 
International Data Evaluation Center 
(IDEC) (2019, p. 17). Figure 5 is 
like an old family photograph even 
though it contains a graph summariz-
ing last year’s national data. Those of 
us in Reading Recovery recognize the 
trajectory of those lines, the slopes of 
which have been remarkably similar 
in the United States, year-after-year, 
these past 35 years. 

Figure 1. Maria — Entrance Text 
Level Passage, At the Zoo, p. 3  
(Scott Foresman, 1979)

Figure 2. Maria — Entrance Text 
Level Passage, George the Porcu-
pine, p. 5 (Scott Foresman, 1979) Figure 3. Maria — Lesson 2 Composition

Figure 4. Maria — End of Program Composition



Spring 2020 The Journal of Reading Recovery 37

Implementation

The graph describes average prog-
ress on the level of books that four 
cohorts of children read last school 
year. In Figure 5, search for the blue 
line’s starting point on the left-hand 
bottom of the graph. That point 
is where the fall cohort started the 
2018–2019 school year reading, on 
average, compared to the green line 
that represents the national random 
sample of first graders’ starting book 
level. The red line represents that 
average reading progress of the second 
round of children who were picked 
up for service mid-year, while the 
average progress of the children who 
were tested for Reading Recovery 
but not selected for service is repre-
sented by the purple line. The chil-
dren selected for the intervention in 
the fall who successfully left Reading 
Recovery mid-year read, on average, 
the lowest level of text at the start of 
the school year.

At this point, track the blue line on 
Figure 5 to the point where it inter-

sects with the green line. For chil-
dren who successfully discontinued 
from Reading Recovery at mid-year, 
that steep slope of the blue line from 
September to mid-year demonstrates 
accelerated progress for children on 
standardized text level passages. At 
mid-year, the children who success-
fully exited the intervention were 
reading, on average, what the nation-
al random sample was reading and 
reading higher levels of books com-
pared to the tested not instructed 
children. That fall cohort acceleration 
is replicated in the red line for the 
children who were picked up mid-
year for Reading Recovery service. 
Note the flatness of the red line up to 
the point the children entered mid-
year into the intervention compared 
to the line’s steep climb in the second 
half of the year when these children 
were being served.

The graph in Figure 5 further reveals 
that even after the fall entry children 
successfully left the intervention mid-

year, they continued to make prog-
ress, though not at the same rate as 
when they were in Reading Recovery. 
That upward blue line from mid-year 
to the end of the school year shows 
continued progress, but it still dis-
tances us from what the children are 
accomplishing without the daily one-
to-one intervention. When Maria 
(discussed, above) successfully exited 
mid-year from the intervention she 
was reading George the Porcupine, a 
Level 14 book. At the end of the year, 
she was reading No Children, No Pets 
(Scott Foresman, 1979), a Level 24 
book, at her instructional level. A 
representative page from the book is 
found in Figure 6.

Once again, Maria’s progress vividly 
exemplifies what a child can accom-
plish during her time in Reading 
Recovery as well as what they contin-
ue to accomplish after the interven-
tion is over.

Clay (2016) reminds us how such 
accelerated progress happens: “The 
child will get one-to-one teaching, 
and the lessons will start with his 

Figure 5.  Progress on Text Reading Level of Reading Recovery Students  
Whose Interventions Started in the Fall and Around Mid-Year and 
Successfully Discontinued ...   (IDEC, 2019)

Figure 6. Maria — End-of-Year 
Text Level Passage, No Children! 
No Pets!, p. 2 (Scott-Foresman, 
1979)
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strengths and proceed according to 
what he is able to learn about reading 
and writing” (p. 20).

After reading that quote, I am 
reminded of Mitchell. He entered 
his series of lessons with me focus-
ing only on the pictures and using 
the repetitive patterns of his earliest 
books. Those were his strengths with 
which he started. After 16 lessons 
involving 8 hours of contact time, 
or the equivalent of one workday, a 
watershed moment occurred when a 
teacher, like me, could say, “Now it 
begins. His trajectory toward reading 
failure has been disrupted.” 

During Lesson 16, Mitchell read 
Wake up, Dad (Randell, 1994), a 
funny story of how the family tries to 
wake up Dad, who prefers to remain 
asleep. Mitchell read the book the 
previous lesson, after I introduced it 
to him. During his second reading 
of the book, I took a running record, 
using the standardized shorthand to 
capture Mitchell’s oral reading. On 
page 12 of that book the text reads, 
Look Mom! Look at Dad! Mitchell 
read, Mom for Look, then immediate-
ly self-corrected and read on until he 
arrived at the word at where he read 
Dad for at and is for Dad. Not satis-
fied, Mitchell tried again, Look Dad, 
but then he self-corrected, at Dad. 
He even reread that second sentence, 
perhaps confirming he had read 
accurately. 

Mitchell began with a strong sense 
of what the book was about and as 
his reading indicates, he persistently 
looked closely at the print in order 
to self-monitor and independently 
and successfully problem solve. The 
equivalent of 8 contact hours earlier, 
Mitchell pointed to the picture when 
I asked him where I should start 
reading. Just 8 contact hours later, his 

eyes were no longer riveted on just 
the pictures.

Clay (2016) writes, “Acceleration is 
achieved as the child takes over the 
learning process and works indepen-
dently, discovering new things for 
himself…The child must continu-
ally push the boundaries of his own 
knowledge…” (p. 20). For Mitchell, 
Lesson 16 was the point where he was 
starting to “push his boundaries.”

Across the nation, Clay’s literacy 
processing theory is operational-
ized on a daily basis with the Marias 
and the Mitchells who are enrolled 
in Reading Recovery. It is a theory 
that insists on beginning where the 
child is, so that the child increasing-
ly “takes over the learning process.” 
Clay (2016) explains further: 

…we create networks in the 
brain between things we see 
(print on the page) and things 
we hear (the language we speak). 
Messages flow in and out of 
those networks. In the context of 
reading and writing this is often 
called literacy processing. (p. 5)

With opportunities to success-
fully read texts that are pitched to 
the child’s instructional level; with 
opportunities to explore how print 
works in the daily writing of little 
stories; with opportunities to problem 
solve and self-correct; with oppor-
tunities to talk about the books he’s 
reading; with opportunities to be 
challenged but not overwhelmed 
for 30 minutes each day, the child 
increasingly takes over his learning, 
accelerating toward success.

So, the message that a struggling first 
grader can make accelerated progress 
in a short amount of time is wonder-
ful. This first message also should 
be wonderfully disruptive to people’s 

views of what low-progress children  
can accomplish when they see sam-
ples of dramatic progress such as 
Maria’s writing or listen to Mitchell’s 
extensive, independent, and success-
ful reading of Wake up, Dad or study 
those familiar graphs of the national 
cohort’s progress. Unfortunately, over 
the years that I have been involved 
in Reading Recovery, I have heard 
disruptive responses that cannot be 
described as “wonderful.” For exam-
ple: “Well, Maria doesn’t do that 
with me in her reading group!” or 
“Mitchell isn’t reading that level of 
book with me!”

Responses like these indicate that 
a child’s accelerated progress in 
Reading Recovery is also disrupt-
ing the expectations of our class-
room teachers, school support staff, 
and administrators. How might we 
answer these challenges?

I suggest two words: “Why not?” 
Those two words disrupt the assump-
tion that might influence some of our 
colleague’s responses, an assumption 
such as, “Maria can do that because 
she works with you, but she can’t do 
that when she’s not with you.” So 
when the Reading Recovery teacher  
replies, “Why not?” those two words 
not only disrupt the colleague’s 
assumption, but it reestablishes the 
child’s progress as that which cannot 
be dismissed so easily. 

“Why not?” It opens up a needed, 
sometimes uncomfortable discus-
sion with our colleagues. It opens up 
a chance for all of us to try to figure 
out how the child’s progress in the 
intervention can increasingly emerge 
in the classroom as well. Perhaps 
it means a visit to the classroom to 
see the child in action or inaction. 
Perhaps it means the classroom  
teacher will arrange a visit to the 
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Reading Recovery lesson. Perhaps it 
will mean that the Reading Recovery 
teacher and classroom teacher will 
commit to regular contact to discuss 
the child’s progress. There are many 
ideas for collegial discussion, but it 
begins with two words, “Why not?”

Reading Recovery (Clay, 2016) 
makes two, and only two claims:

1.  The Reading Recovery early 
intervention was designed to 
accelerate literacy acquisition 
for most of the children fall-
ing into the lowest 20 percent 
of literacy learners after a year 
of school.

2.  It also acts as a pre-referral 
intervention and provides a 
period of diagnostic teaching 
to identify a small group of 
children who still need extra 
help and probably further  
specialist guidance. (p. 15)

Last year across the nation, IDEC 
(2019) reported that 70 percent of the 
children who received a full program 
of 12–20 weeks in Reading Recovery 
successfully discontinued from the 
program; 30 percent were recom-
mended for further help. 

I have taught children who were rec-
ommended for further help. Even 
though I think that their time with 
me was a useful, prereferral opportu-
nity, and even though I could con-
fidently recommend them for fur-
ther service in the school’s response 
to intervention (RTI) process, there 
is the disruptive reality for me that 
these children did not make acceler-
ated progress. Clay’s (2016) words are 
still rattling around in my head as I 
think about these children: “If a child 
is a struggling reader or writer the 
conclusion must be that we have not 

yet discovered a way to help him to 
learn” (p. 165).

Earlier in this article, I highlighted 
Maria’s accelerated progress. Her 
series of lessons gave her a way to help 
her learn. But those of us in Reading 
Recovery know that there will be a 
small cohort of children for whom 
the intervention will not produce 
accelerated learning, and Clay’s quote 
above leads me into the next wonder-
fully disruptive message.

The Teacher Teaches for 
Accelerated Progress
The teacher teaches for the child’s 
accelerated progress — not a pro-
gram, set of materials, gimmicks, 
technology, or procedures. It is with 
a highly trained, early literacy inter-
ventionist that a struggling child can 
progress and progress quickly.

Early literacy researchers, Elizabeth 
Sulzby and William Teale (1984) 
used a Russian word, obuchenie, to 
describe what they found occurring 
during storybook time between a par-
ent and a child. It means “teaching” 
and it also means “learning.” The 
term assumes that it is very difficult 
to separate teaching from learning; 
that what is happening between an 
adult and a child in the moment is 
an intricate ebb and flow. The child 
contributes what he can, and the 
adult builds off of that. Over time, 
the child increasingly takes over that 
which is happening between heads 
at first. I am a couple years shy of 40 
years in education, and I have yet to 
observe a curriculum, set of materi-
als or books, procedures, or piece 
of technology that can match the 
dynamic of obuchenie.

Sarah came into Reading Recovery 
unable to read any words on the 

Ohio Word Test or Slosson. She 
could write two words, to and mom. 
She was able to read the book, Mom 
(Randell, 1996) a Level 1 book, only 
after I read it to her, modeling point-
ing to the words. In early lessons, one 
of Sarah’s short-term goals was to 
build up a small core of known words 
that she could use to self-monitor 
her reading as well as to learn how to 
learn words. 

During Lesson 14, Sarah was reread-
ing a familiar book that she and I 
had co-written together during the 
first 10 lessons of her intervention, 
the time in the program referred to 
as Roaming Around the Known. I took 
those handwritten pages and typed 
them up into a readable text entitled, 
Sarah Grows Food, a nonfiction book 
that lists the many vegetables she and 
her family grow in their background 
garden. A different vegetable was list-
ed on each page within a repeating 
structure, e.g., “We grow tomatoes.”

Over our time during Roaming 
Around the Known when the book 
was being co-written, Sarah increas-
ingly controlled the writing of the 
word grow. She watched me in the 
first lesson write it; then she copied 
it during the next lesson. By the time 
the fourth page was co-written, she 
was writing the word grow without  
a model. 

Now in Lesson 14, the book is back 
as an old favorite, and I decided 
that I was going to use a procedure, 
“Locating a Known Word,” to pro-
mote an early behavior that helps the 
child recognize print information 
from what was probably for Sarah 
just a bunch of squiggles and lines. 

After Sarah successfully read this 
familiar book, I framed the word 
grow and asked, “What’s this word?” 
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She accurately identified it, and then 
I asked her to write grow on a nearby 
dry erase board without any model. 
She wrote grow easily but with a 
backwards r. She had never written r 
like that. At that point, I showed her 
a representative page from her book 
and asked her, “Are you right?” hop-
ing at that point that Sarah would 
self-monitor the reversed r she had 
written when comparing it to grow 
in her book. But Sarah nodded her 
head that she was right. Then I said, 
“Something’s wrong,” as I reached for 
the magnetic letter r. At that point 
Sarah replied, “Oh!” and erased the 
inverted r and produced the proper 
form.

Sarah could identify the word grow 
quickly. I assumed she could also 
write grow because she had done so 
independently just a few lessons ear-
lier. But she wrote that backward r 
and that had not happened in earlier 
lessons. Did I explicitly teach her how 
to write r? I don’t think so because 
she had written it correctly in ear-
lier lessons. I simply prompted her—
“Something’s wrong”—which started 
the scanning of her attempt, looking 
for anything that was amiss. She con-
trolled the writing of the shape of the 
letter r but for some reason, the direc-
tionality in Lesson 14 was reversed. I 
pulled out that magnetic letter r; but 
was that model explicitly teaching or 
was it her learning? As soon as she 
saw the model, she quickly realized 
what was wrong in her attempt and 
fixed it.

I think this description of a few 
seconds in Sarah’s early lessons 
approaches what is meant by the con-
cept of obuchenie. Given how Sarah 
responded to my prompts, I came in 
and I backed off based on how she 
responded. The goal was to keep her 
in control of her reading and writ-

ing behavior and inserting myself just 
enough so that I didn’t get in the way 
of her progress.

I will admit, though, that I know 
how to get in the way of the child’s 
learning. I know how to impede a 
child’s accelerated progress such as 
Mitchell’s, whom I wrote about ear-
lier in this article.

Mitchell was reading My Accident 
(Giles, 1996) for the first time. The 
boy in the book retells his experi-

ence of a skateboard accident that 
ends him up in the hospital with his 
arm in a cast. On each page the boy 
remembers where he goes from the 
time he falls to the time he arrives 
back home. For example, on page 2, 
the narrator says, “Here I am, on the 
skateboard.” 

In my book introduction, I played 
off of Mitchell’s strength for using 
the pictures to get meaning when he 
reads. Using the pictures, we tracked 
how the boy was in the ambulance, 
then at the hospital, then in the x-ray 
room, etc. Mitchell could also use a 
repetitive pattern to track the print, 
word-by-word, with his finger. So, as 
part of my introduction to this new 

book, Mitchell and I orally rehearsed 
the repetitive pattern, “Here I am…” 
and on I asked him to read that pat-
tern on page 2. Then I turned the 
book over to him to read.

On page 2 Mitchell read Look at me, 
instead of Here I am. He stopped, 
reread, and self-corrected it all, Here 
I am, on my skateboard. This was 
similar self-correction behavior that 
I documented on his running record 
of Wake up, Dad which I described 
earlier in this article. When Mitchell 
arrived on page 4, he invented, again, 
Look at me, but this time Mitchell 
continues on the ground. That oral 
reading replicated good English word 
order and made sense with the pic-
ture. Given that Mitchell self-cor-
rected this invention on page 2, ear-
lier, I prompted him to try page 4 
again, that something was wrong. He 
repeated Look at me, on the ground. I 
took him back to page 2, his success-
ful page, and prompted him, “Read 
this page again.” Mitchell read, Look 
at me on my skateboard.

As his teacher, I realized that I had to 
change my teaching quickly. Below 
is a list of everything I think I did or 
said over the first reading, each time 
Mitchell read Look at me instead of 
Here I am — which he reliably did on 
almost every page:

•  “Could this word be Here or 
Hat?”

•  “Check that word. (pointing 
with my pencil) It’s not Look.”

•  “Here I am… You say it. Now 
you read this page.”

•  “Before you read, find Here. 
Now read.”

•  “Say, Here. What would be the 
first letter you would expect to 
see in the word Here?”

If the teacher is the 
hope for the child 
to make accelerated 
progress, then if the 
hope isn’t being real-
ized; it’s the teacher 
who must adjust. 
It’s the teacher who 
must adapt.
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When Mitchell had struggled 
through to the end of the book, and 
he had once again, read Look at me 
instead of Here I am, I was exasper-
ated. I thought I was pitch perfect 
with all the prompts I listed above. 
Why was he still inventing? Why 
wasn’t he looking closer at the print 
like he had originally done on page 
2? Why wasn’t he doing that accelera-
tive self-monitoring and self-correct-
ing he demonstrated recently when 
he read the book, Wake up, Dad? I 
might have answered these questions 
by blaming the child, but the harder 
reality is that my teaching at that 
point need to be disrupted.

I remember half-saying to myself as I 
put away that book at the end of the 
lesson, never to return. “Well THAT 
was a hard word.” As Mitchell got 
up to leave the lesson, he pushed in 
his chair and responded, “That was a 
REALLY hard word!”

I imposed on Mitchell the need 
to learn that word Here, with that 
book, during that lesson. I imposed 
what I thought he needed to learn, 
and I taught, but he didn’t learn. 
Obuchenie was not present. Clay 
(2016) writes:

For thousands of children enter-
ing Reading Recovery annu-
ally, acceleration is an outcome 
of sound teaching in the first 
few weeks of the lesson series … 
However for some teachers and 
some children this does not seem 
to happen. There is only one 
position to take in this case. The 
lesson series is not being appro-
priately adapted to this child’s 
particular needs. (p. 165)

If the teacher is the hope for the child 
to make accelerated progress, then 

if the hope isn’t being realized; it’s 
the teacher who must adjust. It’s the 
teacher who must adapt.

It’s too easy to say or think of a child 
who isn’t making accelerated progress 
in the following ways:

•  “Well, no one is helping him  
at home.”

•  “His classroom teacher doesn’t 
get it.”

•  “You know, his sister had 
Reading Recovery.”

•  “He just doesn’t have 
language.”

•  “I am going to need a full 20 
weeks with him because he’s 
so low.” 

•  “He’s probably dyslexic.” 

Those aren’t wonderfully disruptive  
responses. Those are disruptive 
responses that place the problem 
on the child, when Clay is quite 
clear where the locus of the problem 
resides.

There is an entire chapter in Literacy 
Lessons Designed for Individuals (Clay, 
2016) that leads off with a section 
entitled, “When acceleration is com-
promised…” And it is not the child 
who is doing the compromising. In 
that section, one of Clay’s recom-
mendations is to seek help from a 
colleague. I have learned to seek help 
earlier than later when I start think-
ing the child sitting next to me isn’t 
progressing like I thought he would. I 
invite in another colleague to review 
my records and observe my teaching 
and the child’s responses. I often find 
that my colleague will find what Clay 
calls, “blind spots,” (p. 166) and will 
work with me to make adjustments to 
my teaching. 

Therefore, if a child is not making 
accelerated progress, it is up to the 
teacher to disrupt the teaching and 
adjust it with the help of colleagues. 
Nonetheless, there is the reality each 
and every year that some children 
won’t benefit from our efforts, that 
the hope for accelerated progress was 
not realized.

Anthony Bryk, president of the 
Carnegie Foundation for the 
Advancement of Teaching, chal-
lenged the Reading Recovery com-
munity to think about the children 
who don’t make accelerated prog-
ress. In a January 2016 article in the 
Educational Researcher, “Accelerating 
How We Learn to Improve,” Bryk 
suggested that the Reading Recovery 
community move beyond external 
and internal research that repeatedly 
confirms that the intervention works, 
“on average” for the vast majority of 
children enrolled in the intervention. 
Bryk recognized Reading Recovery’s 
effectiveness, but in his article he also 
recognized the reality that in some 
schools, Reading Recovery wasn’t 
successful, that some children didn’t 
achieve accelerative progress. Bryk 
challenged us to focus more on why.

A few years ago, a teacher leader and 
I were analyzing the annual prog-
ress of Reading Recovery children in 
text reading levels in two buildings. 
Children in both buildings started 
below the national average of text 
reading level for full-program chil-
dren that year. Both schools’ children 
progressed in their ability to read 
increasingly complex books. In one of 
the buildings, the Reading Recovery 
teachers posted a growth of 17 book 
levels for their children on average, 
while the other building’s teachers 
posted an increase of 9 levels. Both 



Implementation

The Journal of Reading Recovery Spring 202042

buildings are in the same district 
where the majority of the Reading 
Recovery children successfully dis-
continued from the intervention.

Bryk challenges us to ask in such 
districts, “What is going on in that 
building that produces such accel-
erative progress of 17 book levels?” 
Conversely, we also have to ask, 
“What is going on in that building 
where accelerative progress wasn’t 
achieved?”

Such questions disrupt the Reading 
Recovery network’s focus on district 
discontinuing rates or large-scale 
quasi-experimental studies that con-
sistently show that Reading Recovery 
works, which it does. Rather, these 
new questions challenge us to try to 
understand why Reading Recovery 
is working in some buildings with 
some teachers and some children and 
why it isn’t working in other build-
ings, with other teachers and other 
children. It bears repeating what Clay 
(2016) said, “If a child is a struggling 
reader or writer the conclusion must 
be that we have not yet discovered a 
way to help him learn” (p. 165).

The Reading Recovery community 
in the United States and Canada has 
taken up Bryk’s challenge by estab-
lishing a network improvement com-
munity to explore how we can help 
as many children as possible learn 
and to no longer content ourselves 
with “on average.” (For a descrip-
tion of this effort see Forbes, Askew, 
Flight, & Embry, 2019; Lochmiller 
& Karnopp, p. 27 in this issue).

Though the second, wonderfully 
disruptive message maintains that 
the hope for any child’s accelerated 
progress rests with the teacher, the 
teacher should not be alone in chal-
lenging herself why that progress 
stalled. Rather, in coordination with 

the Reading Recovery network, it is 
the school’s responsibility to try to 
understand what was working and 
what wasn’t working. And that leads 
me to the final, wonderfully disrup-
tive message.

The School is Responsible 
for Preventing Reading 
Failure
The school is responsible for pre-
venting reading failure, organizing 
effectively to minimize the number 
of children who will need long-term 
support.

Prior to Bryk’s challenge to the 
Reading Recovery community back 
in January 2016, Clay (2016) had 
already recognized in earlier guide-
books that schools provide variable 
levels of support to prevent reading 
failure:

We know that children learn at 
different rates. How do we shift 
children from one level of com-
petence to another? These ques-
tions are related to the quality 
of instruction given to school 
entrants. There are great varia-
tions between schools in how 
they manage this path of  
progress. (p. 10)

I like to think that all school person-
nel recognize that preventing reading 
failure in our schools should be a 
group effort, that no one person is 
responsible for that prevention in any 
one building. That’s the wonderful 
part of this third message. There are 
dedicated personnel, school teams, 
evaluators, and coaches. Each year, 
in each building, there is much time 
and talent dedicated to reducing read-
ing failure. But there isn’t always a 
coordinated effort to prevent reading 
failure within a building or a district. 

Here are three examples that reveal a 
lack of coordination.

In one district 4 years ago, the teach-
er leader and I discovered a pattern  
in the 15 buildings that were imple-
menting Reading Recovery. On 
average, the children in Reading 
Recovery across the district entered 
far below the national average 
of full program children on the 
Letter Identification task from the 
Observation Survey (Clay, 2013). 
Every building’s children made 
remarkable progress when it came to 
their ability to identify their letters 
over their time in Reading Recovery. 
(As there is a finite number of let-
ters to learn, it is expected that the 
children will be able to identify all 
their letters within a short amount 
of time, i.e., there is a ceiling effect 
on this task.) The Reading Recovery 
and classroom teachers should be 
commended, especially in those 
buildings whose children seemed to 
come into the intervention with very 
low knowledge of letters. However, 
the fall entrance scores on Letter 
Identification should disturb the 
buildings’ teams that are focused on 
preventing reading failure. Why did 
the Reading Recovery children in 
all these schools start in the fall with 
such low letter knowledge? Those in 
this district that organize to prevent 
reading failure might ask, “Should 
we be doing something different in 
our kindergarten classrooms, and can 
we change the instruction to address 
this pattern? How can we coordinate 
and organize an effort to turn around 
this pattern? Our kindergarten teach-
ers need to be at the table to help us 
explore this pattern and coordinate a 
response to this data.”

Missed Reading Recovery lessons is 
another example of a lack of coordi-
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nation in a school’s plan to prevent 
reading failure. Clay (2016) is clear: 
“When daily individual teaching is 
not achieved, the quality of the  
teaching and the outcomes of the 
intervention will be seriously affect-
ed” (p. 21).

In one district I worked with a few 
years back, the teacher leader and I 
discovered that the average number of 
lessons missed for all children served 
that year was almost 20. That equates 
to 1 month of Reading Recovery 
instruction. That average number 
includes the children’s absences or 
unavailability as well as the teach-
ers’ absences or unavailability. What 
was most concerning though was that 
almost half of the missed lessons—
the equivalent of almost 2 weeks of 
daily instruction—was because the 
teachers were “unavailable” to teach. 
They weren’t sick or away from the 
school building for personal reasons. 
I inquired as to why teachers were 
unavailable for such a lengthy period 
of time. I was told that many of them 
were being pulled to help monitor  
the mandated state testing in the 
district’s classrooms. How do we 
respond to that?

Pulling the most highly trained early 
literacy interventionist to help moni-
tor a state test is like asking the brain 
surgeon to cancel her surgeries for 2 
weeks, so that she can help the hos-
pitalists round on the general surgery 
floors. To be clear, state tests need 
monitors. It’s the law in many states, 
but the decision makers in this dis-
trict must recognize what it means 
to reassign a highly qualified early 
literacy interventionist to a lower 
level, albeit mandated, educational 
task. First, it’s not cost effective. One 
would simply have to cost out the 
Reading Recovery teacher’s salary 

and benefits for 2 weeks of daily ser-
vice, and I can guarantee the decision 
makers that they have paid an exor-
bitant amount of money for one test 
monitor. Cheaper solutions surely can 
be found to this problem. 

Second, and more importantly, these 
teacher reassignments negatively 
impact any accelerative progress the 

children were accomplishing, prior 
the start of the state testing.

Clay (2016) speaks to this lack of 
coordination:

Reading Recovery lessons must 
occur daily. In that way even 
the child who cannot remember 
from day to day can be helped. 
The teacher acts as the memory 
of what his response was yester-
day, and prompts him accord-
ingly … At the same time prin-
cipals must protect the teacher’s 
daily access to her students in the 
interests of achieving the greatest 
progress in the minimum num-
ber of lessons. (p. 21)

My example, above, was extreme. 
It is disturbing that these teachers’ 
unavailability was so high in this one 
district, but the larger point I am  
trying to make is that the district, 
building, or team must agree that 
missed lessons work against the pre-
vention of reading failure and is cost 

exorbitant. School personnel are 
responsible to minimize missed  
lessons, whether due to the child’s 
excessive absences or, as in my  
example, teacher unavailability.

One final example of a lack of coor-
dination to prevent reading failure 
is worth exploring. As a university 
trainer, I annually receive requests 

from school building administrators 
to waive a United States standard 
that one Reading Recovery teacher 
is assigned four daily teaching slots. 
The request is usually for the teacher 
to reduce her daily load to two chil-
dren. When asked why, the reply is 
invariably, “We need the teacher to 
see more children in small groups.”

Now on the one hand, that reply 
reveals something positive. The 
administrator recognizes the teacher’s 
high level of training and expertise 
and wants that expertise available for 
more children.

However, this request to teach fewer 
Reading Recovery children is not an 
effective response for preventing read-
ing failure in that building. First, 
the larger question underlying the 
administrator’s request has not been 
addressed. “Why are there so many 
more children who need service?” 
There could be a myriad of compel-
ling reasons, but the building or dis-

There are dedicated personnel, school teams,  
evaluators, and coaches. Each year in each building 
there is much time and talent dedicated to reducing 
reading failure. But there isn’t always a coordinated 
effort to prevent reading failure within a building or 
a district. 
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trict personnel need to understand 
those many reasons so that there can 
be a comprehensive and coordinated 
effort from all personnel, not just the 
Reading Recovery teacher.

Second, the request to teach fewer 
children ignores the large caseload  
the teacher already maintains. In 
the United States, most Reading 
Recovery teachers teach four children 

daily with the remaining day’s duties 
going toward small group instruction. 
In the 2018–2019 school year, IDEC 
(2019) reported that in the United 
States the Reading Recovery teacher 
taught on average almost 50 children 
in 1 year, 8 of whom received the 
intervention. That’s a lot of prepa-
ration, monitoring, assessing, and 
record keeping. For many of these 
teachers, one wonders if the law of 
diminishing returns isn’t already in 
operation.

Finally, a request to teach fewer 
Reading Recovery children ignores 
the reality that this early literacy 
intervention specialist knows how to 
corral the benefits of a one-to-one 
setting in order to get accelerative 
reading progress in a short amount 
of time, an expertise that cannot 
effortlessly transfer to other learning 
contexts such as small-group instruc-
tion. Clay (2016) speaks to this argu-
ment: “When a teacher is faced with 
a group of children, she inevitably 

makes compromises as she selects a 
next move for the group…by some 
averaging of joint or group needs”  
(p. 18).

The best Reading Recovery teacher 
cannot hope to teach for accelerated 
progress in the small group that she 
could teach for in daily, individual-
ized lessons. To back up that state-
ment, Reading Recovery teachers 

should think back to their first grade, 
small group reading levels at mid-
year, that time of the year when fall’s 
Reading Recovery children were dis-
continuing. What book levels were 
the first-grade children reading in 
these small groups as compared to the 
book level for the discontinuing chil-
dren at mid-year? There probably was 
a big difference, i.e., the text levels 
of the small groups of children were 
much improved from the start of 
the school year but were much lower 
than the text levels of the Reading 
Recovery children who were now 
leaving their intervention, returning 
to average reading levels of their first-
grade classrooms. Reading Recovery 
teachers should share this discrepancy 
in book levels with colleagues when 
asked to teach more children in small 
groups, while also reminding col-
leagues and decision makers that  
the small groups at mid-year were 
comprised of first-grade children  
who weren’t the lowest progressing 
children in the fall. 

Though the intent is to utilize the 
teacher’s expertise for more children 
by requesting that a teacher teach 
fewer children in Reading Recovery, 
such a trade-off squanders the 
school’s coordinated goal to reduce 
the number of children who will need 
long-term service.

This final, wonderful message—that 
the school is responsible for prevent-
ing reading failure—is at first reading 
a “no-brainer,” and that well-meaning 
and dedicated professionals are com-
mitted to doing this. My examples 
reveal, though, that a lack of coordi-
nated understanding of what it means 
to prevent reading failure when 
Reading Recovery is one of the early 
interventions can negatively disrupt 
any building’s or district’s efforts.

From Comfortable to 
Disruptive
A struggling first grader can learn 
to read in a short amount of time. 
The hope for that child’s success rests 
with the Reading Recovery teacher 
who teaches for accelerated prog-
ress. Finally, the teacher is part of a 
coordinated, collegial effort that is 
responsible for preventing reading 
failure in that building.

As I wrote at the beginning of this 
article, these three messages are 
familiar to most of us, but when 
revisited as wonderful and disrup-
tive, I tried to shake out these mes-
sages from whatever comfortable 
blanket you and I had wrapped them 
in. I admit that the messages were so 
familiar that they had stopped chal-
lenging me to see the power of what 
happens when we sit down next to 
a child who is struggling to learn to 
read and how that power can be  
realized or compromised.

Though the intent is to utilize the teacher’s expertise 
for more children by requesting that a teacher teach 
fewer children in Reading Recovery, such a trade-off 
squanders the school’s coordinated goal to reduce the 
number of children who will need long-term service.
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The three messages have one thing 
in common: They keep the focus on 
where it belongs… on the child. A 
child is involved, so we want to do 
better. A child is sitting next to us, 
and we want to disrupt this child’s 
march toward illiteracy. That’s  
wonderful, isn’t it? And if we have to 
disrupt our thinking for the better 
as we work together with this child, 
then so be it.

Editor’s Note: 
From Reading Unlimited: “At the Zoo;” 
“George the Porcupine;” “No Children! 
No Pets!” © 1979 by Savvas Learning 
Company LLC, or its affiliates. Used by 
permission. All Rights Reserved.
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IDEC Evaluation Report 2018–2019

Data Again Show Strong 
Impact on Student Learning
Jeffrey B. Brymer-Bashore, The Ohio State University, International Data Evaluation Center

This report features the results 
of the 2018–2019 school year 
for the Reading Recovery® and 
Descubriendo la Lectura inter-
ventions in the United States. As 
described herein, Reading Recovery 
and Descubriendo la Lectura have 
continued to maintain strong out-
comes, both in terms of progress 
across the length of the intervention, 
and as contrasted against comparison 
groups. These results are also com-
parable to those of the 2017–2018 
school year (Brymer-Bashore, 2019). 

Summary of Reading 
Recovery Outcomes

Characteristics of participants
During the 2018–2019 school year, 
Reading Recovery was implemented  
by 15 university training centers 
responsible for overseeing the inter-
vention in schools located in 42 states 
(as shown in Table 1). More than 
32,000 first-grade children were 
selected to participate in the one-to- 
one intervention. These children 
received the intervention from 4,157 
Reading Recovery teachers who were 
supported by 253 teacher leaders in 
207 training sites serving over 900 
school districts. There were a total of 
2,778 schools implementing Reading  
Recovery, and these schools were 
located in urban (25.9%), suburban 
(35%), and rural areas (39.1%).

Demographic information for the 
participating Reading Recovery stu-
dents reveal that 52% were boys and 
68% were eligible for free or reduced 
lunch. Children represented different 
ethnic backgrounds including 57% 
White, 18% Hispanic, 16% African 
American, 2% Asian American, 1% 
Native American, and 6% represent-
ing either multiple races or other eth-
nic backgrounds. 

The professional experiences of  
Reading Recovery teachers partici-
pating in the annual data collection 
process include a mean of 20.7 years 

of teaching experience and a mean of 
8.8 years teaching Reading Recovery  
and/or Descubriendo la Lectura. On 
average, these teachers taught 7.5 
Reading Recovery children during 
the current school year and 41.4 chil-
dren beyond their Reading Recovery 
load. Thus, accounting for all teach-
ing roles/assignments during this 
academic year each teacher taught an 
average of 48.9 children.

Results
The assessment used in this analysis 
of outcomes for Reading Recovery 
was An Observation Survey of Early 
Literacy Achievement (Observation 
Survey) (Clay, 2013). This was 
administered to Reading Recovery 
students, a random sample of com-
parison students, and a sample of 
tested-not-instructed (TNI) students 
at fall, mid-year, and year-end. TNI 
students were those students consid-
ered for Reading Recovery, tested 
with the Observation Survey in the 
fall and again at mid-year, but not 
selected to receive Reading Recovery 
by the middle of the school year. 
They were also tested at year-end 
and comprised a second comparison 
group. Of the students who received a 
complete series of Reading Recovery 
lessons (n = 24,483, 76% of all 
served), end-of-intervention outcomes 
were as follows:

Table 1.  Participation in Reading 
Recovery in the United 
States, 2018–2019 

Entity n

University Training Centers 15 

Teacher Training Sites 207 

States  42 

School Systems 921 

School Buildings 2,778 

Teacher Leaders 253 

Teachers 4,157 

Reading Recovery Students 32,444 

Random Sample for RR 2,483 

Tested-Not-Instructed for RR 5,282

NOTE: Some students in the Control 
Group of the random assignment study 
did not receive Reading Recovery. Their 
data are excluded from results in other 
tables in this report but included here.
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•  71% (n = 17,358) reached at 
least average levels of reading 
and writing achievement and 
their intervention programs 
were successfully discontinued.

•  29% (n = 7,125) made prog-
ress but did not demonstrate 
proficiency at average levels 
of reading and writing. These 
students were recommended 
for consideration of additional 
interventions.

Of the total group of students select-
ed for Reading Recovery services  
(n = 32,434), 25% (n = 7,951) were 
not able to receive a full intervention 
for the following reasons:

•  74% (n = 5,871) were still in 
lessons at year-end without 
enough time in the school year 
to complete the intervention.

•  13% (n = 1,027) moved dur-
ing the school year while still 
enrolled in lessons.

•  13% (n = 1,053) lessons were 
concluded early at the discre-
tion of the school. 

Three critical questions
These data were further examined 
to explore three critical questions 
regarding the impact of the Reading 
Recovery intervention. 

The first question is whether Reading 
Recovery students who made signifi-
cant progress and reached average 
levels of literacy closed the literacy 
achievement gap by the end of first 
grade, as compared to all other first-
grade children who did not receive 
the intervention. To help answer this 
question, the average Observation 
Survey scores of discontinued 
Reading Recovery students were 
compared against all random sample 
students. 

The second question is whether 
Reading Recovery students who made 
significant progress and reached aver-
age levels of literacy performed bet-
ter by the end of the school year than 
they would have if they were not pro-
vided the intervention. For this ques-
tion, the average Observation Survey 
scores of spring entry discontinued 
Reading Recovery students were 
compared to the Observation Survey 
scores of TNI students. 

The third and final question is what 
kind of effect the Reading Recovery 
intervention had on students who 
made progress but didn’t quite reach 
average levels of literacy performance, 
and what additional services were 
recommended for these children. As 
with the previous questions, the aver-
age Observations Survey scores will 
be examined, but this time only data 
from recommended students will be 
used and will be compared to discon-
tinued students’ data. Additionally, 

data about post-Reading Recovery 
recommendations will be examined.

Figure 1 shows the mean Observation 
Survey Total Scores for both discon-
tinued and recommended Reading 
Recovery students served first 
(fall entry) during the school year, 
Reading Recovery students served 
second (spring entry), random sam-
ple students, and TNI students. The 
fall entry students were split into two 
groups, discontinued (n = 7,879) and 
recommended (n = 6,581). Spring 
entry students include only discon-
tinued (n = 4,039) students. Only 
students with valid scores at all three 
tests points were included in the 
analysis. 

As in past years, the students selected 
for fall entry into Reading Recovery 
services have the lowest Observation 
Survey scores. When these students 
are split into two groups based on 
mid-year outcomes, the recommend-
ed students start the school year, on 

 Figure 1.  Mean Observation Survey Total Score for Reading Recovery  
Students with Completed Interventions (fall and spring entry),  
Random Sample Students, and Tested-Not-Instructed Students in 
the United States, 2018–2019 
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average, with the lower Observation 
Survey scores than discontinued 
students. The spring entry and the 
TNI groups have similar and slightly 
higher fall scores, with the random 
sample students having the highest 
Observation Survey scores at the start 
of the year.

Question 1 — Did Reading 
Recovery students who made signifi-
cant progress and reached average 
levels of literacy close the literacy 
achievement gap by the end of first 
grade, as compared to all other first-
grade children who did not receive 
the intervention?

To answer question one, the growth 
of the fall entry discontinued students  
and the spring entry discontinued 
students were compared to the ran-
dom sample students. As stated ear-
lier, the random sample students start 
the school year with the highest  
Observation Survey scores, well 
above both categories of discontin-
ued students. By mid-year, fall entry 
discontinued students have made 
accelerated growth and have sur-
passed the random sample students 
on the Observation Survey. Spring 
entry discontinued students made 
some growth during this time, but 
not nearly as much. By the end of the 
school year, spring entry discontinued 
students have received the interven-

tion and have closed the remaining 
gap between them and the random 
sample. Our fall entry discontinued 
students have continued to learn on 
their own, in the classroom, and fin-
ish the school year with comparable 
scores on the Observation Survey as 
the random sample students. Hence, 
the data show that the Reading 
Recovery intervention helped success-
fully close the gap for these two cat-
egories of students.

Question 2 —Did Reading Recovery 
students who made significant prog-
ress and reached average levels of 
literacy perform better by the end 
of the school year than they would 
have if they were not provided the 
intervention? 

For the second question, data from 
the spring entry discontinued stu-
dents were compared to the TNI 
students. These student groups were 
purposefully selected because they 
were very similar at the start of the 
school year. Looking at Figure 1, in 
the fall, both of these student groups 
had very similar average Observation 
Survey scores (-.07 effect size, indi-
cating a negligible difference). In the 
first part of the school year, neither 
group received the Reading Recovery 
intervention. By mid-year we can see 
that TNI students had a higher aver-
age Observation Survey score (-.3 
effect size, a small difference in favor 
of the TNI). Spring entry discontin-
ued students received the interven-
tion and by the end of the school 
year, they had a much higher average 
Observation Survey score (.57 effect 
size, a medium difference in favor 
of the spring entry discontinued). 
Therefore, the data show spring entry 
discontinued students benefited from 
the intervention and accelerated past 
the TNI students to catch up to the 

random sample, while a moderate gap 
still exists between the TNI and ran-
dom sample students (-.45 effect size).

Question 3 — What kind of effect 
did the Reading Recovery interven-
tion have on students who made 
progress but didn’t quite reach aver-
age levels of literacy performance, 
and what additional services were 
recommended for these children?

For the last question, two sources 
of data were examined. The first 
involved the typical comparison of 
average Observation Survey scores. 
The second involved data about 
what kind of recommendations were 
made for students who didn’t reach 
average literacy levels. Starting once 
again with Figure 1, in the fall, when 
comparing fall entry discontinued 
students to fall entry recommended 
students, the recommended students 
are clearly starting lower than their 
discontinued counterparts on average, 
although there is overlap in the distri-
bution of scores which makes it dif-
ficult to predict which students will 
benefit most from the intervention.

Both groups received the interven-
tion and made accelerated progress 
(as characterized by the steep slope to 
their lines), but by the middle of the 
school year the recommended stu-
dents had not quite reached average 
levels of literacy and had not caught 
up to the random sample like their 
discontinued counterparts. It might 
be tempting at this point to think 
the intervention failed these students. 
It is actually quite the opposite. The 
Reading Recovery intervention had a 
significant impact on narrowing the 
achieve gap between these students 
and the random sample. Additionally, 
now school literacy teams know that 
these children need a more long-term 
intervention and have a wealth of 

For this year’s report, 
IDEC further explored 
the data to examine 
three critical questions 
regarding the impact of 
the Reading Recovery 
intervention.
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data from Reading Recovery teach-
ers to make informed decisions about 
what to try next. 

To complete the analysis of the third 
question, we examined the data in 
Table 2 that shows what recommen-
dations were made for the fall entry 
recommended students after Reading 
Recovery. The majority of students, 

67% (n = 4,808), were recommended 
for either small-group literacy or an 
intervention other than special educa-
tion. Another 24% (n = 1,684) were 
recommended for literacy-related  
special education services. The 
remaining 9% (n = 633) either had 
some other action recommended or 
IDEC was missing data about the 
recommendation.

Figure 2 shows the results for the 
same five groups across the same 
three time points for Text Reading 
Level. The general trend as shown 
in Figure 2 is similar to that for the 
Observation Survey Total Score in 
Figure 1. The Reading Recovery dis-
continued students (both fall and 
spring entry) at year-end testing had 
not totally caught up to the random 
sample students. Note, however, that 
Reading Recovery discontinued stu-
dents (both fall and spring entry) had 
reached grade-level expectations and 
had nearly achieved the text reading 
level of the random sample students. 

Figure 2 also shows similar results 
when comparing the spring entry dis-
continued students to the TNI. Both 
students start at similar text level. 
By mid-year the TNI students have 
pulled ahead. But once the spring 
entry discontinued received the inter-
vention, they accelerated ahead of the 
TNI students and met grade-level 
expectations. At the end of year, a 
noticeable text level gap still existed 
between the TNI and random sam-
ple students. Note that this gap had 
hardly changed from fall to year-end.

Further analyses examined the means 
and magnitude of mean differences 
(effect sizes) at fall and year-end test-
ing between all Reading Recovery 
discontinued students and the ran-
dom sample or TNI students. Tables 
3 and 4 display the Observation 
Survey Total Score and individual 
Task Scores of fall entry and spring 
entry Reading Recovery discontin-
ued students pooled together as com-
pared with the random sample and 
TNI students respectively. For both 
tables, the far-right columns denote 
the effect sizes in terms of standard-
ized mean differences. (Positive values 
indicate that the Reading Recovery 

 Figure 2.  Mean Text Level Score for Reading Recovery Students with 
Completed Interventions (fall and spring entry), Random Sample 
Students, and Tested-Not-Instructed Students in the United States, 
2018–2019 
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Table 2.  Post-Reading Recovery Recommendations for Fall Entry Students, 
2018–2019 

 
Responses n row%

Continued monitoring in the classroom with no further  
literacy intervention 435 6%

Small-group literacy instruction or intervention other than  
special education 4,808 67%

Referral for literacy-related special education services 1,684 24%

Retention in grade for literacy-related reasons 105 1%

None of these actions describe the recommendation 81 1%

No response 12 0%

Total 7,125 100%
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mean was greater than the compari-
son mean value.) The effect size mea-
sure utilized was Cohen’s d (Cohen, 
1988; Lomax & Hahs-Vaughn, 2012) 
which can be thought of in the met-
ric of a standard deviation. Thus, a 
value of d = +1.00 would indicate that 
the Reading Recovery children had a 
mean score of one standard deviation 
above the comparison group. A com-
mon standard to judge d is that .2 is 
a small effect size, .5 a medium effect 
size, and .8 a large effect size.

As displayed in Table 3, mean 
Reading Recovery students’ fall scores 
on all measures were substantially 
lower than the random sample, with 
medium to very large effect sizes 

(ranging from -.39 to -.84). By year-
end testing, there were relatively small 
effect sizes in favor of the Reading 
Recovery students (ranging from .04 
to .18), except for Text Reading Level 
(-.08). Thus the Reading Recovery 
sample began substantially below the 
random sample in the fall and by 
year-end had surpassed them on all 
but the Text Reading Level measure. 

The fall and year-end test scores 
for Reading Recovery discontin-
ued students (fall and spring entry 
combined) and TNI students are 
shown in Table 4. In fall testing, the 
Reading Recovery sample Total Score 
mean and individual task means 
were all lower than the comparison 

TNI group’s scores, with effect sizes 
ranging from -.16 (small) to -.42 
(medium). By year-end testing, the 
Reading Recovery students had sur-
passed the TNI students on all mea-
sures, with effect sizes ranging from 
.17 (small) to .58 (medium). Thus, 
the Reading Recovery sample began 
in the fall substantially below the 
TNI sample and by year-end had  
surpassed them for all measures. 

In addition to these results, examina-
tion of the national data reveal the 
following outcomes of interest:

•  First, on the Observation  
Survey Total Score, the  
discontinued students demon-

Table 3.  Mean Fall and Year-End Total Scores with Effect Sizes for Successfully Discontinued Reading Recovery and 
Random Sample Students, 2018–2019 

 
  Discontinued  Random Sample  Effect Size (d)
Observation Survey Task Fall  Year-End Fall  Year-End Fall  Year-End

Total Score 392.7 550.8 437.5 548.1 -0.84 0.06 

Text Reading Level 1.7 19.6 5.6 20.2 -0.64 -0.08 

Writing Vocabulary 12.3 54.9 20.4 54.2 -0.67 0.04 

Hearing and Recording Sounds in Words 23.2 35.9 28.8 35.4 -0.67 0.17 

Letter Identification 49.0 53.5 51.0 53.4 -0.39 0.06 

Ohio Word Test 4.5 19.1 9.6 18.7 -0.84 0.17 

Concepts About Print 13.0 21.0 15.2 20.5 -0.63 0.18

Table 4.  Mean Fall and Year-End Total Scores with Effect Sizes for Successfully Discontinued Reading Recovery and 
Tested-Not-Instructed Students, 2018–2019 

 
  Discontinued                  Tested-Not-Instructed  Effect Size (d)
Observation Survey Task Fall  Year-End Fall  Year-End Fall  Year-End

Total Score 392.7 550.8 408.6 528.2 -0.37 0.50 

Text Reading Level 1.7 19.6 2.6 16.3 -0.39 0.45 

Writing Vocabulary 12.3 54.9 15.0 47.8 -0.31 0.42 

Hearing and Recording Sounds in Words 23.2 35.6 25.5 34.6 -0.27 0.33 

Letter Identification 49.0 53.5 49.8 53.1 -0.13 0.17 

Ohio Word Test 4.5 19.1 6.4 17.9 -0.42 0.36 

Concepts About Print 13.0 21.0 13.5 19.4 -0.16 0.58
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strated acceleration from the 
23rd percentile in the fall to 
the 45th percentile at year-end. 

•  Second, in regard to classroom 
teachers’ reports of their read-
ing group placements of Read-
ing Recovery students, the dis-
continued students’ placement 
in average or higher reading 
groups increased from 17% in 
the fall to 84% in these groups 
by year-end. 

•  Third, only 2% (N = 339) 
of all discontinued Reading 
Recovery students (N = 17,335) 
were referred to and placed in 
special education services fol-
lowing the intervention.

These are indications of the efficacy 
of the Reading Recovery intervention. 
At year end, discontinued students  
(a) have accelerated their literacy 
learning and have demonstrated per-
formance within an average range on 

the Observation Survey Total Score; 
(b) have moved to the average, above 
average, or well above average reading 
groups; and (c) are not found to be 
referred for special education services 
in large numbers.

Summary of Descubriendo 
la Lectura Outcomes 

Characteristics of participants 
The Descubriendo la Lectura inter-
vention—the reconstruction of 
Reading Recovery in Spanish—is 
designed for first graders who receive 
their initial literacy instruction in 
Spanish. Table 5 provides details 
about participation in Descubriendo 
la Lectura in the United States. For 
the 2018–2019 school year, 496 
Descubriendo la Lectura children 
were instructed by 81 teachers. These 
Descubriendo la Lectura students 
attended 81 schools in 28 school  
districts located in 8 states. These 
teachers were supported by 29 
teacher leaders. In addition, of all 
Descubriendo la Lectura students 
served, 47% were boys, 97% were 
Hispanic, and 95% qualified for free 
or reduced lunch. The schools these 
students attended were located in 
urban (49.3%), suburban (44.8%), 
and rural areas (6%).

Trained teachers had a mean of  
18.8 years of teaching experience and 
7.7 years of Descubriendo la Lectura 
and/or Reading Recovery teaching 
experience. On average, these teachers 
taught 5.8 Descubriendo la Lectura 
children during the current school 
year, and 29.3 children beyond their 
Descubriendo la Lectura load. Thus, 
accounting for all teaching roles/
assignments during this academic 
year, the teachers instructed an aver-
age of 35.1 children.

Results
The assessment used in this analy-
sis of outcomes for Descubriendo la 
Lectura was Instrumento de observa-
ción de los logros de la lecto-escritura 
inicial (Instrumento de Observación) 
(Escamilla et al., 1996). This was 
administered to both participating 
Descubriendo la Lectura students and 
a random sample of students for  
comparison purposes. 

To secure a random sample, all 
Descubriendo la Lectura schools  
randomly selected four students 
and administered the Instrumento 
de Observación. This random sam-
ple was the only comparison group 
available for the current analyses. 

Descubriendo la Lectura schools had 
last collected TNI data in 2011–
2012, but due to very small samples 
in subsequent years leading to unsta-
ble average scores, IDEC has not con-
tinued ongoing, annual TNI testing 
and related data analyses. 

Of all students served in Descubri-
endo la Lectura, 35% (n = 170) 
reached the average reading levels of 
their peers and thus were discontin-
ued successfully. Another 29%  

Table 5.  Participation in 
Descubriendo la Lectura 
in the United States, 
2018–2019 

Entity n

University Training Centers 3 

Teacher Training Sites 25 

States  8 

School Systems 28 

School Buildings 81 

Teacher Leaders 29 

Teachers 81 

DLL Students 496 

Random Sample for DLL 262 

Tested-Not-Instructed for DLL 0

NOTE: Some students in the Control 
Group of the random assignment study 
did not receive Descubriendo la Lectura. 
Their data are excluded from results in 
other tables in this report but included 
here.

Results indicate that 
Reading Recovery 
and Descubriendo la 
Lectura continue to be 
amongst a very small 
number of educational 
interventions with 
strong impacts on  
student learning in the 
United States. 
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(n = 146) were recommended for fur-
ther evaluation, 2% (n = 10) moved, 
and 30% (n = 148) received incom-
plete interventions. Of the students 
who completed the intervention (both 
discontinued and referred students), 
54% were discontinued.  

For further analyses, the random  
sample students’ scores on the 
six tasks of the Instrumento de 
Observación were combined to create 
a Total Score (with a 0- to 800-point 

range) that reflects literacy develop-
ment throughout the school year. 
This parallels the processes applied 
to Reading Recovery data described 
earlier. 

Among the fall entry, spring entry, 
and random sample groups, the larg-
est growth from fall to mid-year on 
the Instrumento de Observación 
Total Score was for the fall entry dis-
continued Descubriendo la Lectura 
students (see Figure 3). From mid-

year to year-end, the largest growth 
was for the spring entry discontin-
ued Descubriendo la Lectura stu-
dents. Together these results indicate 
that the greatest gain for all students 
observed was during the respective 
Descubriendo la Lectura interven-
tion periods. Spring entry discontin-
ued students and random sample stu-
dents showed approximately the same 
gain from fall to mid-year. However, 
from mid-year to year-end, the spring 
entry discontinued Descubriendo la 
Lectura students outgained the ran-
dom sample. 

The fall entry recommended stu-
dents also made substantial gains 
during their time in Descubriendo 
la Lectura. From fall to mid-year, 
the growth these students made was 
second only to the fall entry discon-
tinued students. As seen in Figure 
3, even though these students start-
ed much lower than their peers, 
they were able to noticeably nar-
row the gap on the Instrumento de 
Observación by mid-year and almost 
catch the random sample students. 
Similar to our previous analysis, the 
progress these students made is con-
sidered a success. A significant gap 
has been closed and now school  
literacy teams have extensive data 
on these students provided by 
Descubriendo la Lectura teachers, 
data that will allow them to make 
appropriate recommendations for 
more intensive support for these stu-
dents. Table 6 shows the recommen-
dation made for these students. The 
majority, 86% (n = 126), were either 
recommended for small-group litera-
cy instruction/nonspecial education 
intervention, or referred to special 
education for literacy services. The 
remaining 14% either received con-
tinued monitoring in the classroom 
or some other type of service.

Table 6.  Post-Descubriendo la Lectura Recommendations for Fall Entry 
Students, 2018–2019 

Responses n row%

Continued monitoring in the classroom with no further  
literacy intervention 18 12%

Small-group literacy instruction or intervention other than  
special education 102 70%

Referral for literacy-related special education services 24 16%

None of these actions describe the recommendation 2 1%

Total 146 100%

Figure 3.  Mean Instrumento de Observación Total Score for Descubriendo  
la Lectura Students with Completed Interventions (fall and spring  
entry), and Random Sample Students in the United States,  
2018–2019 
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The trend for Text Level scores (see 
Figure 4) was very similar to the 
Total Score trend. By year-end test-
ing, both fall and spring entry dis-
continued Descubriendo la Lectura 
students had substantially surpassed 
the scores on both measures as com-
pared to the random sample group. 
In other words, both Descubriendo 
la Lectura groups began the school 

year behind the random sample, but 
caught up to and exceeded the ran-
dom sample group by the end of the 
year. 

In Table 7 are the mean scores and 
effect sizes (Cohen’s d) for fall and 
spring entry Descubriendo la Lectura 
discontinued students combined, as 
well as the random sample students 
at both fall and end-of-year test-

ing. In fall testing, the Descubriendo 
la Lectura sample, Instrumento de 
Observación Total Score mean, and 
individual task means were all lower 
than the comparison random sample 
group with effect sizes ranging from 
-.17 (small) to -.56 (medium). By 
year-end testing, the Descubriendo la 
Lectura students had surpassed the 
random sample students on all mea-
sures, with effect sizes ranging from 
.35 (small) to .69 (medium). Thus, 
the Descubriendo la Lectura sample 
began the fall substantially below the 
random sample and by year-end had 
surpassed them on all measures. 

Other results noted in the data 
include the following: 

•  First, on the Instrumento de 
Observación Total Score, the 
discontinued students have 
accelerated their learning as 
shown in their progression 
from the 23rd percentile in the 
fall to the 58th percentile at 
year-end. 

•  Second, when considering 
the classroom reading group 
placements assigned by their 
teachers, the discontinued stu-
dents’ placements increased 
from 12% in the average or 

Table 7.  Mean Fall and Year-End Total Scores with Effect Sizes for Successfully Discontinued Descubriendo la Lectura  
and Random Sample Students, 2018–2019 

 
  Discontinued                     Random Sample  Effect Size (d)
Instrumento de Observacíon Task Fall    Year-End Fall  Year-End Fall  Year-End

Total Score 464.1 582.5 483.4 558.2 -0.46 0.69 

Análisis Actual del Texto 1.1 19.3 3.2 14.7 -0.52 0.58 

Escritura de Vocabulario 10.4 50.4 15.6 41.0 -0.49 0.61 

Oír y Anotar los Sonidos en las Palabras 24.3 38.3 28.0 36.9 -0.33 0.35 

Identificacíon de Letras 46.7 59.3 48.8 57.6 -0.17 0.39 

Prueba de Palabras 6.7 19.6 10.7 17.9 -0.56 0.44 

Conceptos del Texto Impreso 10.4 20.5 12.2 18.5 -0.41 0.54

 Figure 4.  Mean Análisis Actual del Texto Score for Descubriendo la Lectura 
Students with Completed Interventions (fall and spring entry), and 
Random Sample Students in the United States, 2018–2019 

 Fall     Mid-Year Spring

To
ta

l S
co

re

0

5

10

15

20
Fall Entry Discontinued

Fall Entry Recommended

Spring Entry Discontinued

Random Sample



Research

The Journal of Reading Recovery Spring 202054

higher reading groups in the 
fall to 95% in such groups by 
year-end. 

•  Finally, less than 1% (N = 1) of 
all discontinued students (N = 
169) were referred and placed 
in special education following 
the intervention. 

These are additional indications of 
the efficacy of the Descubriendo la 
Lectura intervention, as discontinued 
students (a) have accelerated their  
literacy learning and have achieved  
an average Total Score at year-end; 
(b) have been advanced to the aver-
age, above average, or well above 
average reading groups; and (c) are 
not referred for special education  
services in large numbers. 

The results reported here for the 
Reading Recovery and Descubriendo 
la Lectura interventions, as well as 
prior results (e.g., Brymer-Bashore, 
2019), indicate that Reading 
Recovery and Descubriendo la 
Lectura continue to be amongst a 
very small number of educational 

interventions with strong impacts on 
student learning in the United States. 
Now in its 35th year of implementa-
tion in 2018–2019, students receiving 
these interventions continue to gener-
ate strong outcomes. 

Strong effects such as these would 
not be possible without the contin-
ued commitment of our Reading 
Recovery and Descubriendo la 
Lectura trainers, teacher leaders, 
and teachers, who consistently seek 
to improve their teaching craft. The 
efforts of these educators continue to 
result in outstanding literacy success 
for participating students. 
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Learning Letter-Sound Relationships: 
Evidence and Practice
Sinéad Harmey, University College London Institute of Education, United Kingdom
Sue Bodman, University College London Institute of Education, United Kingdom

Author’s Note: This article is based on a 
presentation at the 2019 International 
Reading Recovery Institute, Auckland, 
New Zealand.

In this article, we explore recent 
research about phonics teaching, the 
interdependent skills needed to access 
phonics teaching, and consider syn-
ergies between the findings from 
these studies and Reading Recovery® 
teaching procedures. First, we set the 
scene by discussing definitions and 
raise some issues regarding the effi-
cacy of different ways of teaching 
phonics, particularly in relation to 
Reading Recovery. Next, we review 
some recent research about the role of 
phonics in learning to read and how 
it fits with Reading Recovery teach-
ing procedures. Two of these studies  
were conducted in the context of 
Reading Recovery. Finally, given that 
it has been established that success-
ful integration of Reading Recovery 
in a school (May, Sirinides, Gray, 
& Goldsworthy, 2016) demands 
a collective understanding of the 
pedagogy of Reading Recovery, we 
consider some of the current chal-
lenges in aligning classroom teaching 
of phonics and Reading Recovery. 
We hope that providing a broad over-
view of the issues will facilitate better 
professional conversations about the 
principles and practices of Reading 
Recovery and build collective under-
standing of the role of phonics in 
learning to read.

Defining Phonics and Its 
Role in Reading Recovery 
In every Reading Recovery lesson, 
teachers aim to support children to 
develop expertise in linking “what 
his eyes are attending to and what 
he is saying” (Clay, 2016, p. 142). 
That being said, searching for, decid-
ing, and linking visual information 
to sounds in an efficient manner that 
makes sense and fits with the author’s 
message involves complex processes of 
self-monitoring (Schwartz, 1997). So, 
while we focus on supporting chil-
dren to link letters (graphemes) and 
the sounds (phonemes) that they rep-
resent in this article, we acknowledge 
that this process is but one facet of an 
incredibly complex process.

Stahl, Duffy-Hester, and Stahl 
(2006) in an article titled “Every-
thing You Wanted to Know About 
Phonics (But Were Afraid to Ask)” 
suggested that one of the key issues is 
that “a lot of people are talking about 
phonics but in different ways” (p. 
338). The lack of clarity identified is 
further confounded by the fact that 
beliefs about how phonics should be 
taught depends very much on how 
one defines and understands the pro-
cess of learning to read. Indeed, it 
will come as no surprise to readers 
that the beliefs held about how chil-
dren learn to read, and subsequently 
how best to support reading develop-
ment has historically been the topic 
of “vociferous argument” (Castles, 
Rastle, & Nation, 2018, p. 5). 

In order to demonstrate the divided 
opinions about what constitutes pho-
nics, we provide four contrasting  
definitions (see Table 1). We chose 
these definitions as they highlight the 
disparities in the field.

There are three tenets common to all 
four definitions:

1.  Phonics is a method or  
element of the teaching of 
reading.

2.  Phonics should teach children 
the relationships between  
letters and sounds to support 
reading.

3.  That there should be a syste-
maticity to phonics teaching. 

However, whilst all using the terms 
“phonics” and “system(atic),” the 
authors do not use them in a consis-
tent way. Mesmer and Griffith (2005) 
consider phonics as both a linguis-
tic system and a method of instruc-
tion. Bowers and Bowers (2017) 
appear to suggest that phonics oper-
ates at the level of letter-sound cor-
respondence but not spelling patterns 
whereas Treiman (2018) suggests that 
it can be used to teach spelling. Both 
Mesmer and Griffith and Treiman 
refer to the phoneme or sound first 
and yet phonics is print dependent. 
For Treiman, systematic refers to 
the level of the systematicity of the 
spelling system, whereas others (e.g., 
Castles, Rastle, & Nation, 2018) refer 
to the standardized order for expos-
ing all young learners to grapheme-
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phoneme correspondences. For the 
purpose of this article, we suggest 
that part of Mesmer and Griffith’s 
definition is helpful: “an educational 
practice for teaching learners the rela-
tionships between letters and sounds” 
(p. 367).

“Systematic” means following a well-
ordered plan, methodical in proce-
dure and marked by thoroughness 
(Merriam-Webster Dictionary, 2020). 
Although systematic phonics instruc-
tion is generally reported as more 
effective than non-systematics pho-
nics instruction (Wyse & Goswami, 
2008), it would seem that the evi-
dence for this is inconclusive (Bowers, 
2020). There is also some disagree-
ment on how to be systematic (Wyse 
& Goswami) and exactly what that 
means. Most commonly, systematic  
approaches to teaching phonics are 
synthetic (where teaching focuses on 
articulating the individual sounds 
associated with the grapheme and 
blending, or synthesizing them 

together) or analytic (where teaching 
starts with whole words and focuses 
on strategies to segment those words 
into chunks as well as the individual 
phonemes associated with a grapheme  
and includes attention to rime pat-
terns and word parts as well as indi-
vidual letter-sound relationships) 
(Lewis & Ellis, 2006). Both analytic  
and synthetic approaches are referred 
to as systematic because they imply a 
consistently followed order of instruc-
tion and that early reading instruc-
tion should focus exclusively on 
letter-sound relationships. It is often 
claimed that synthetic is more effec-
tive than analytic phonics (Rose, 
2006) but evidence for superiority 
of synthetic phonics over any other 
approach has not been empirically 
proven (Torgerson, Brooks, Gascoine, 
& Higgins, 2019). 

How teaching should differ for chil-
dren who have received systematic 
phonics teaching in the first year of 
school but, despite this, have failed to 

make progress in literacy learning is 
even less clear. Di Stasio, Savage, and 
Abrami (2010) found that an analytic 
phonics approach provided superior 
results for children from low socio-
economic status (SES) backgrounds. 
In contrast, Machin, McNally, and 
Viarengo (2018) found that the long-
term effects of synthetic phonics 
washed out for most children but 
that they persisted for children from 
low-SES backgrounds and who spoke 
English as an additional language. 
However, they were not comparing 
the method to any other approach. 
Bowers (2020), when appraising sys-
tematic reviews that considered the 
efficacy of various phonics approaches 
with different groups of at-risk read-
ers, argued that there simply is not 
enough evidence to support any one 
particular teaching method. In sum-
mary, it seems that the lack of clarity 
about how phonics is defined extends 
to how it should be taught (Stahl, 
Duffey-Hester, & Stahl, 1998).

It is clear there is a lack of evidence 
for the superiority of any phonics 
approach and, in particular, there is 
a lack of evidence to support the pri-
macy of a particular approach for 
children who have not responded to 
classroom teaching. In many coun-
tries where Reading Recovery is 
implemented, however, policy  
dictates a specific approach to the  
teaching of phonics. In England, for 
example, Reading Recovery teachers  
are frequently called upon to advo-
cate for the theoretical base for 
Reading Recovery and how it aligns 
with national curriculum guidance 
stipulating a classroom focus on syn-
thetic approaches using decodable 
texts. Indeed, Chapman and Tunmer 
(2019) have argued that Reading 
Recovery teaching is not aligned with 
“contemporary approaches to literacy 

Table 1.  Definitions of Phonics  

Authors Definition

Mesmer and Griffith 
(2005)

A system for encoding speech sounds into written 
symbols and an educational practice for teaching 
learners the relationships between letters and 
sounds and how to use this system to recognize 
words. (p. 367)

Castles, Rastle, and Nation 
(2018)

Systematic phonics refers to reading instruction 
programmes that teach children the relationship 
between graphemes and phonemes in an alpha-
betic writing system. (p. 12)

Bowers and Bowers 
(2017)

A method of teaching reading that focuses on  
sub-lexical grapheme–phoneme correspondences 
with little or no reference to other constraints on 
spelling. (p. 125)

Treiman 
(2018)

Phonics instruction teaches that the spellings of 
words encode the phonemes within them by virtue 
of systematic links between letters or groups of  
letters and phonemes. (p. 2)
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instruction” (p. 266). In the next  
section, we challenge this assertion 
and consider the alignment of and 
synergies between Reading Recovery 
and “contemporary” approaches to 
phonics teaching. 

Reading Recovery and 
Contemporary Approaches 
to Phonics Teaching: A 
Complex Perspective
Does Reading Recovery teach or 
emphasize the importance of letter-
sound relationships and are teaching 
procedures in line with “contempo-
rary” approaches to phonics teach-
ing? When looking at Literacy Lessons 
Designed for Individuals (Clay, 2016), 
the term “phonics” doesn’t appear in 
the table of contents or the appendix. 
Might this be why some conclude 
that phonics is not taught or empha-
sized in Reading Recovery lessons? It 
is important to reflect on why Clay 
might have avoided using the term. 
She argued that the act of “linking 
sound sequences to letter sequences 
is NOT a simple problem of what 
theorists, researchers and teachers call 
‘phonics’” (Clay, p. 143) but a more 
complex interaction between brain 
and eye, gathering information con-
tained in letter-sound relationships to 
activate both phonemic and phono-
logical processing. 

In Reading Recovery, a population 
of children experiencing difficulties 
in literacy development (who have 
perhaps not yet experienced success 
in organizing their perception of and 
attention to print) have to learn

•  to distinguish arbitrary  
symbols like letters, 

•  to hear and distinguish  
different sounds, 

•  to link the visual symbols they 
see with sounds that they hear, 

•  and to do this from left to right 
(a visual task) and from begin-
ning to end (an auditory task). 
(Clay, 2016 pp. 143–145) 

In line with her complex cognitive 
literacy processing theory, Clay is 
clear that what one might think is a 
simple act—using letter-sound infor-

mation—is in fact, a complex pro-
cess. Children identified for Reading 
Recovery have unique perceptual  
profiles. Each child potentially has 
distinct under standings of directional 
rules of print, is familiar with differ-
ent words and letters, and has differ-
ent con ceptual awareness of print. To 
profit from phonics teaching, they 
need to learn (a) how to look at print, 
(b) what to look for in print, (c) how 
to link what they hear and see, and 
(d) to do this during the act of read-
ing and writing 

Developing speed and automaticity  
in these processes allows children 
to actively begin to monitor initial 
attempts; cross-check sources of par-
tial information; and increase “his 

awareness of the different kinds of 
information in print and leads to bet-
ter quality responses” (Clay, 2016, p. 
130). In other words, teaching pho-
nics in Reading Recovery involves 
personalizing teaching for every child 
by considering what he already knows 
and what he can perceive and attend 
to; this supports the child to act in 
order to develop awareness. 

In the next section, we review key 
findings from research in the four 
areas listed above and consider how 
they align with Reading Recovery 
teaching procedures. We chose empir-
ical studies, syntheses, and practice  
guides to provide readers with a syn-
opsis of the research evidence avail-
able. We use a table (see Table 2) 
to summarize key points and draw 
on Literacy Lessons Designed for 
Individuals (Clay, 2016) to describe 
the Reading Recovery teaching pro-
cedures. We also refer to the recent 
practice guide, Foundational Skills to 
Support Reading for Understanding 
in Kindergarten through 3rd Grade 
(Foorman et al., 2016). This practice 
guide was authored by experts in lit-
eracy research and commissioned by 
the Institute for Educational Sciences. 
It contains recommendations based 
on a comprehensive review of con-
temporary approaches to literacy 
teaching that have been empirically 
proven to support development of 
foundational skills in reading.

Synergies Between Recent 
Research and Reading 
Recovery Teaching 
Procedures

How to look at print
According to the simpler definitions 
we described in the previous sec-
tion, phonics involves teaching the 

It is clear there is a 
lack of evidence for 
the superiority of any 
phonics approach and, 
in particular, there is a 
lack of evidence to  
support the primacy 
of a particular 
approach for children 
who have not responded 
to classroom teaching.



Research

The Journal of Reading Recovery Spring 202058

relationship between symbols and 
sounds. However, in order to identify  
the symbols, a child has to look at 
print in such a way that allows access 
to the visual information that they 
have perceived. As Clay (2016) wrote 
“reading begins with looking and 
ends when you stop looking” (p. 48).  
It has been well established that 
print knowledge or print skills pre-
dicts later reading success (Anthony 
& Lonigan, 2004; Hammill, 2004; 
National Early Literacy Panel, 2008). 
In fact, Piasta, Justice, McGinty, and 
Kaderavek (2012) have established 
that there is a causal relationship 
between print knowledge and later 
literacy skills. In other words, knowl-
edge about how print works contrib-
utes to later literacy development. 

This recent body of research supports  
the attention paid to conceptual 
awareness of print concepts in the 
Reading Recovery series of lessons. 
This begins with establishing concep-
tual awareness of print (Clay, 2013) 
at the beginning of the series of les-
sons, leading to learning about direc-
tion and further support for the child 
to locate what to attend to (Clay, 
2016). Also supportive of these teach-
ing procedures, Justice and Ezell 
(2004) determined that print refer-
encing can support emergent literacy 
skills. Print referencing refers to 

•  noticing and naming print 
concepts,

•  actively working to develop 
children’s concept of word, 

•  ability to track across print, 

•  knowledge about the functions 
and conventions of print, 

•  part-to-whole relationships in 
words, and 

•  engaging in meta-linguistic 
conversations about print. 

This fits well with Reading Recovery 
teaching procedures and how the lan-
guage of prompts is used to support 
children to build conceptual aware-
ness of print. 

When a child begins Reading 
Recovery lessons, his teacher ensures 
that he works with the few words or 
letters that he knows, creating suc-
cessful active encounters with print 
knowledge. The key thing to note 
here is active; this is essential if inter-
action between eye and brain is to be 
forged. As letters and words are sys-
tematically introduced and learned 
through encounters with new texts, 
both read and written, the child 
is supported to develop increas-
ingly skilled ways of using print 
information.

What to look for in print: Letters
Supporting children to learn to recog-
nize letters is essential. Indeed, alpha-
bet knowledge is the best predictor 
of later reading ability (National 
Early Literacy Panel, 2008; Piasta 
& Wagner, 2010). In England, the 
majority of children entering Reading 
Recovery will have been taught to 
identify letters by sound, whereas in 
the United States children will prob-
ably have been taught to identify by 
alphabet name. Ellefson, Treiman, 
and Kessler (2009) found, in a com-
parative study of both educational 
contexts, that neither approach pro-
vided an advantage in terms of later 
literacy development. In an experi-
mental study, Piasta and Wagner 
(2010) found that learning letter 
names and sounds at the same time 
had more favorable results in terms of 
letter learning and recommended that 
teachers needed “to vary their alpha-

bet instructional practices according 
to the skills with which children enter 
their classrooms” (p. 340). 

Teaching identification using both 
sound and letter name fits with the 
teaching procedures in Reading 
Recovery to work for flexibility in 
that children will (a) “learn to dis-
criminate all of the letter shapes” 
(Clay, 2016, p. 62), (b) know all  
letters rapidly, and yet (c) “learn (in 
English) that sometimes a letter has 
a one sound and in other contexts in 
can have a different sound” (Clay, p. 
69). Instructional practices to support 
this learning involve use of a personal 
alphabet book, sorting magnetic let-
ters in every lesson, and writing.

What to look for in print: Words
Whilst knowledge of letter-sound 
relationships is crucial, knowledge 
of words is also helpful when read-
ing unknown words (Ehri, 2007). 
Knowing many words and how they 
work enables children to use and 
apply their knowledge of letter-sound 
relationships and develop the flexibil-
ity that is demanded when reading 
or writing in English. This is sup-
ported by the recent recommenda-
tions of Foorman et al. (2016) who 
recommended that when children 
have knowledge of a few letters, they 
should be supported to apply this 
knowledge in texts and that increas-
ing word recognition would better 
facilitate recognition of further words 
and parts of words in new and novel 
contexts. 

As well as knowing words, children 
also need to know how to analyse 
words, know how words work, and 
be able to construct and take words 
apart while writing and reading 
(Clay, 2016, p. 155). It is clear that 
early decoding difficulties predict 
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Table 2.  Key Finding/Recommendations from Research: Alignment with Reading Recovery  

How to Look at Print

Findings
•  Print knowledge predicts early reading success. (Anthony & Lonigan, 2004; 

National Early Literacy Panel, 2008)
•  Print skill is a robust predictor of later reading ability. (Hammill, 2004)
•  There is a causal relationship between print knowledge and later literacy skills. 

(Piasta et al., 2012)
•  Print referencing by teachers supports emergent literacy. (Justice & Ezell, 2004)
Recommendations
•  Engage in meta-linguistic conversations about print. (Justice & Ezell, 2004)

Reading Recovery Teaching Procedures
• Learning about direction. (p. 50)
• Locating what to attend to. (p. 55)
• Learning how letters make up words. (p. 71)
•  Engage in talk about letters and words. (p. 73)

What to Look for in Print: Letters

Findings
•  Alphabet knowledge is the best predictor of later reading ability. (Piasta & 

Wagner, 2010)
•  Six variables correlate and predict later literacy achievement, including alphabet 

knowledge and rapid automatic naming of letters and objects. (National Early 
Literacy Panel, 2008)

•  Writing supports letter learning. (Hindman, Wasik, & Erhart, 2012)
Recommendations
•  Use magnetic letters to support letter learning. (Foorman et al., 2016)
•  Use alphabet books focusing on upper and lower case letters. (name and sound) 

(Piasta, Purpura, & Wagner, 2010)

Reading Recovery Teaching Procedures
•  Foster fast/rapid visual access to print through 

language. (p. 61)
•  Involve several modes of learning. (p. 176).
•  Use writing to support letter learning. (p. 175)
•  Engage in letter sorts using magnetic letters.  

(p. 63) 
•  Provide a personal alphabet book with various 

forms of the letter. (p. 65)

What to Look for in Print: Words

Findings
•  The ability to read words from memory frees attention and expands readers’ 

knowledge of spelling-sound regularities. (Ehri & Rosenthal, 2007)
•  Decoding difficulties predict later reading difficulties. (Snowling & Hulme, 

2012)
Recommendations
•  Teach regular and irregular high-frequency words so that students can recognize 

them efficiently. (Foorman et al., 2016, p. 28) 
•  Work in isolation and in context of text (Foorman et al., 2016) or in combina-

tion. (Suggate, 2016)

Reading Recovery Teaching Procedures
•  Extend word knowledge. (p. 69)
•  Continue to build a reading vocabulary. (p. 153)
•  Develop a reading vocabulary. (p. 133)
•  Develop a writing vocabulary. (p. 89)
•  Attend to words in isolation. (p. 157)
•  Engage in systematic analysis of words in isola-

tion—known, spoken, learning in reading and 
writing. (p. 156)

•  Take words apart while reading. (p. 147)

Linking What is Seen and Heard

Findings
•  Phonological awareness is both a precursor and consequence of reading. 

(Snowling & Hulme, 1994)
•  Teaching spelling improves reading. (Graham & Hebert, 2010)
Recommendations
•  Teach student to manipulate segments of sound in speech starting with syllables 

and move to phonemes using Elkonin boxes to support instruction. (Foorman 
et al., 2016)

Reading Recovery Teaching Procedures
• Hearing syllables. (p. 95) 
•  Introduce the phonemic awareness tasks. (p. 96)
• Ways of solving words for writing. (p. 88)
•  Use phonemic analysis during story writing 

(Elkonin boxes). (pp. 98–98)
•  Attend to spelling boxes using boxes for letters. 

(p. 100)

Applying Knowledge Gained from Phonics Teaching in the Context of Reading and Writing Continuous Text

Findings
•  Teaching that contains the reading and writing of connected text is effective. 

(Burroughs-Lange & Douëtil, 2007, 2008; Hurry & Fridkin, 2018; Schwartz, 
2005; D’Agostino & Harmey, 2016; Sirinides, Gray, & May, 2018)

Recommendations
•  “Children should read connected text daily both with and without constructive 

feedback.” (Foorman et al., 2016, p. 31)

Reading Recovery Teaching Procedures
• Familiar reading. (p. 111)
• Running records. (Clay, 2013)
• Writing messages. (p. 82)
• New book. (p. 112)
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later literacy difficulties (Snowling, 
2014). Again, the teaching proce-
dures to extend word knowledge, take 
words apart while reading, and attend 
to words in isolation align with the 
evidence of Foorman et al. (2016).

Linking seeing to hearing: 
Phonological awareness 
The development of phonological 
awareness is, without doubt, related 
to later reading ability (Snow, Burns, 
& Griffin, 1998). Phonological 
awareness is both precursor and con-
sequence of reading (Snowling & 
Hulme, 1994). The evidence in this 
regard is unequivocal and it is well-
established that many children who 
are experiencing persistent specific 
learning difficulties in reading have 
an underlying phonological process-
ing difficulty (Snowling, 2014). So, 
what teaching can support this aspect 
of literacy development? Snowling, 
in a recent review of interventions 
for dyslexia, stated that early inter-
ventions need to include instruction 
in “linking letters and phonemes 
through writing and reading from 
texts” (p. 10). 

In Reading Recovery lessons, there is 
focused attention to the development 
of phonological awareness and Clay 
(2016) clearly stated that “all Reading 
Recovery children should begin at 
the beginning” (p. 95) of a set of 
sequenced procedures that include 
hearing syllables, slow articulation, 
oral segmentation of sounds in words, 
and use of Elkonin boxes in writing 
to further support children’s link-
ing of sounds to symbols from simple 
(sound boxes) to complex (spelling 
boxes) spelling patterns (see Table 2). 
These procedures mirror exactly the 
recommendations of Foorman et al. 

(2016). In addition to this, the use 
of writing as a vehicle to support the 
development of spelling ability has 
reciprocal gains in reading (Graham 
& Hebert, 2012).

Using knowledge during reading  
and writing
There is ample evidence that literacy 
interventions need to include reading 
and writing of connected or continu-
ous texts due to the established effi-
cacy of interventions like these:

•  Reading Recovery (Burroughs-
Lange & Douëtil, 2007, 2008; 
Hurry & Fridkin, 2018; 
Schwartz, 2005; D’Agostino & 
Harmey, 2016; Sirinides, Gray, 
& May, 2018), 

•  The Interactive Strategies 
Approach (Gelzheiser, Scanlon, 
Vellutino, Hallgren-Flynn, & 
Schatschneider, 2011; Vellutino 
& Scanlon, 2002), and 

•  Responsive Reading Instruc-
tion (Mathes et al., 2005). 

Common to all of these interventions 
is the presence of using and applying 
knowledge from phonics teaching in 
the reading and writing of connected 
text. The conclusion that children 
should “read connected texts daily 
both with and without constructive 
feedback” (Foorman et al., 2016, p. 
32) fits well with the teaching proce-
dures in Reading Recovery. This con-
clusion was, in fact, informed in part 
by the empirical evidence provided 
by studies conducted in the context 
of Reading Recovery. In Table 2, we 
provide a summary of key research 
findings and recommendations, 
aligning them with Reading Recovery 
procedures from Clay (2016).

In the next section, we highlight two 
recent studies that have been con-
ducted in the context of Reading 
Recovery in order to provide evidence 
of effectiveness. We focus on studies 
that measure cognitive skills which, 
theoretically, should be improved 
by phonics teaching (phonological 
awareness, decoding, and letter iden-
tification). We chose these articles as 
they provide specific evidence about 
the areas of learning discussed in this 
article and are co-authored by the 
first author of this article.

D’Agostino and Harmey (2016). 
This is the only meta-analysis of 
research on Reading Recovery inter-
nationally (the previous meta-analysis 
by D’Agostino and Murphy (2004) 
considered U.S. studies only). A 
meta-analysis is a systematic review 
of the literature in a certain domain 
that combines all the results from a 
number of studies, deemed as high-
quality, into one result: an effect size. 
An effect size allows a researcher to 
provide an estimate of the size of 
the impact of an intervention or the 
relative importance of the findings 
(Fritz, Morris & Richler, 2012). A 
useful way to interpret effect size is to 
consider whether the effect is small, 
medium or large. Furthermore, Coe 
(2002) suggested that effect size is a 
helpful statistic to consider what per-
centage of a comparison group whose 
results would lie below an average 
person in the treatment group. 

This study (D’Agostino & Harmey, 
2016) includes results from all experi-
mental studies of Reading Recovery 
and any quasi-experiment where base-
line equivalence (similarity) across 
groups (treatment or control) was 
documented. They found that the 
overall effect for Reading Recovery 
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was g = .59, which is a medium effect. 
Further analysis, which is of particu-
lar relevance to the examination of 
the efficacy of Reading Recovery, is 
that the authors separated the results 
by literacy domain tested (e.g., print 
knowledge, decoding, phonological 
awareness) (see Table 3). 

Given that Reading Recovery is pro-
vided to the lowest 20% in terms of 
literacy learning, this analysis dem-
onstrates that, following a series of 
lessons, children who had received 
Reading Recovery scored higher than 
approximately 60% of the control or 
comparison groups on measures of 
phonological encoding (hearing and 
recording sounds in words), phono-
logical awareness, word reading, 
decoding, and letter identification. 

Harmey and Anders (2018). In this 
study, Harmey and Anders (2018) 
examined two consecutive years of 
annual monitoring data for all chil-
dren taught in Reading Recovery in 
England who sat a statutory phonics 
screening check. The phonics screen-
ing check (PSC) is a word reading 
assessment with 20 real words and 20 

pseudowords. Pseudowords are said 
to be a purer test of decoding, given 
that children cannot use vocabulary 
knowledge or prior experience with 
the pseudowords to support word 
reading. 

This check is taken at the end of 
Year 1 in English schools. Harmey 
and Anders found that of the chil-
dren who were yet to have Reading 
Recovery, only 19% passed the PSC. 
This rose to 45% of those who were 
at a midpoint in their series of les-
sons, whereas 75% who had com-
pleted Reading Recovery passed the 
PSC. This is almost equivalent to 
the national average of 82% who 
complete the check successfully 
(Department for Education, 2018). 
These results are important, not only 
for Reading Recovery teachers in 
England, but also for colleagues in 
South Australia where the PSC has 
recently been validated for use as a 
screening tool (Hordacre, Moretti, 
& Spoehr, 2017) and in other educa-
tional contexts given its compatibil-
ity with other screening instruments 
used internationally.

Sharing Understandings 
About the Teaching of 
Phonics: Implementation 
Issues
We began this paper by considering 
briefly some of the issues related to 
what phonics is and the best ways to 
teach it. We then considered syner-
gies between recent research on pho-
nics teaching and Reading Recovery, 
as well as research conducted in 
the context of Reading Recovery. 
Acknowledging the importance of 
school-wide shared understand-
ings, values and beliefs to support 
high levels of school-wide commit-
ment and fidelity of implementation 
(May et al., 2016), we conclude by 
offering some reflections that can be 
used to inform professional conver-
sations to build shared understand-
ings of Reading Recovery principles, 
followed by some questions to con-
sider when liaising with classroom 
colleagues.

Children identified for Reading 
Recovery have already experienced 
a classroom phonics programme and 
now require a different response.
One of the key assumptions of 
Reading Recovery is that schools 
in which the intervention is imple-
mented are providing a “sound cur-
riculum for early literacy learning” 
(Clay, 2016, p. 9). Therefore, chil-
dren who are served by Reading 
Recovery will have experienced pho-
nics teaching in the classroom. Given 
that Reading Recovery is imple-
mented across the world, we know 
that despite different approaches 
to literacy teaching and learning in 
different countries there remains a 
cohort of children who, for whatever 
reason, still have difficulties learning 
to read and write after good class-
room teaching, including phonics. 

Table 3.  Effects of Reading Recovery on Literacy Domains  

Domain
Effect 
Size Interpretation

Percentage of control 
group who would be 

below an average person 
in treatment (Reading 

Recovery) group 
(Coe, 2002)

Overall effect .59* Medium 73%

Phonological Encoding .70* Medium 76%

Phonological Awareness .58* Medium 73%

Word Reading .45* Small 66%

Decoding .45* Small 66%

Letter Identification .33* Small 62%

* from D'Agostino & Harmey, 2016, p. 37
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When discussing the efficacy of the 
teaching of phonics, we argued that 
the discussion must move beyond 
“what works” to “what works in 
which circumstances and for whom” 
(Pawson & Tilley, 1997, p. 2). There 
is a profound difference between 
these two questions:

1.  What phonics teaching works 
in classrooms where lessons 
are conducted in whole class 
and/or small groups for chil-
dren making typical progress 
in literacy learning? 

2.  What phonics teaching works 
in an early literacy interven-
tion for children experiencing  
the most difficulty in literacy  
learning who have not 
responded to classroom  
teaching?

As researchers and practitioners 
debate phonics teaching and the effi-
cacy of different phonics approaches, 
the differences between these two 
questions are often overlooked. In 
Reading Recovery, teachers work with 
children experiencing literacy diffi-
culties who have already experienced 
classroom teaching, not children at 
average levels of literacy attainment in 
a classroom setting. Supportive of the 
importance of this distinction, The 
National Reading Panel’s seminal 
report, whilst providing clear guid-
ance that systematic phonics is a key 
tenet of effective classroom teaching, 
also concluded that systematic pho-
nics “did not help children labelled 
‘low achieving’ poor readers” (in 
Bowers, 2020, np). We suggest that 
any discussion regarding phonics and 
Reading Recovery must consider the 
population for whom the intervention 
is intended and their previous learn-
ing history.

Reading Recovery professionals need 
to talk about the teaching of letter-
sound relationships in Reading 
Recovery in ways that are accessible 
to classroom colleagues. 
There is a danger in talking about 
teaching of the alphabetic code in 
Reading Recovery as “incidental” 
or “only when needed” as it may be 
understood as disorganised or lacking 
in rigour. Suggesting that Reading 
Recovery teachers do not think care-
fully about how a child uses letter-
sound relationships in reading and 
writing contexts is not accurate. 
Children are not taught in an ad hoc 
manner, provided with support for 
using letter-sound relationships only 
at the point of error. “Systematic” 
isn’t a word commonly used to talk 
about a Reading Recovery teacher’s 
decisions to support, for example, 
the expansion of letter knowledge; 
we suggest that it would be helpful 
to do so. Reading Recovery teachers 
plan methodically for the interrelated 
learning involved in letter identifica-
tion and letter knowledge, including 
explicit and systematic teaching of 
letter-sound relationships; those asso-
ciated with single letters (/k/ with the 
letters c and k, for example), as well 
as with groups of letters (igh, ou and 
oo, for example). This learning hap-
pens across the lesson, in both isola-
tion and in text reading and writing.

It cannot be that there is only one 
effective plan for teaching letter iden-
tification and letter knowledge, since 
programmes evaluated as “systematic” 
have differing teaching sequences 
(for example, Read Write Inc, Jolly 
Phonics, Sound Discovery, Wilson 
Fundations). These schemes are 
evaluated as systematic because they 
move from simple letter-to-sound 
associations to more complex. They 
also provide a teaching sequence 
that allows children to start apply-

ing letter knowledge to make words 
very quickly, giving attention to how 
frequently the graphemes appear 
in print and spoken language. We 
argue that the approach in Reading 
Recovery is also systematic. In class-
room programmes, being systematic 
is implementing what is considered 
to be the optimum teaching sequence 
for all children whatever their exist-
ing knowledge, language background, 
and stage of directional attention. 

In Reading Recovery, being system-
atic means observing closely in order 
to design a teaching sequence that 
makes optimum use of what each 
unique learner brings to the task and 
assessment evidence of previous expe-
rience of the alphabetic code. Part 
of being systematic means teachers 
ensure that existing and new letter 
knowledge is applied within the wider 
context of the child’s literacy process-
ing. This is a stated focus for Reading 
Recovery lessons.

Clay signals the importance of sys-
tematically adapting to each pupil. 
For example, as more similar letters  
are introduced, teachers are asked 
to “[o]bserve carefully as you make 
these changes” (Clay, 2016, p. 64). 
Clay’s background in developmental  

“Systematic” isn’t a 
word commonly used 
to talk about a Reading 
Recovery teacher’s  
decisions to support, for 
example, the expansion 
of letter knowledge; we 
suggest that it would be 
helpful to do so. 
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psychology convinced her that 
repeated structured observations in 
an authentic context to document 
knowledge and skills was needed 
to provide reliable information to 
inform teaching. This systematic 
observation allows the teacher to con-
sider the efficacy of her instruction 
and recalibrate responsively. 

A Reading Recovery lesson is full of 
opportunities to observe and create 
a systematic response and systemati-
cally test hypotheses. One example, 
the running record, provides insight 
into how a child brings together 
sources of information and how the 
alphabetic code is used as part of that 
problem solving. This information is 
used to analyse which letters are well 
known and can provide a supportive 
context to introduce new or less well-
known letters. Analysing running 
records also involves considering how 
a child problem solves in order to 
consider how effectively and automat-
ically words are synthesised from left 
to right. This underpins systematic 
planning for opportunities to learn 
about constructing words and taking  
words apart. In the same way that 
classroom programmes are designed 
for application of knowledge, so the 
aim of personalising instruction is for 
the child to learn about how words 
work and be able to use this aware-
ness whilst reading and writing.

Beliefs about literacy learning in 
general influence how the term “pho-
nics” is conceptualized and used.
For some, literacy learning is under-
stood as a simple task: skills and 
items of knowledge added one by 
one; each letter learned represent-
ing the same perceptual and cogni-
tive task to each and every learner; 
progress measured solely by scores. At 
some future point, it is thought, when 

print information can be accessed 
fast and fluently, comprehension 
is achieved. If this were a satisfac-
tory description of what happens as 
children learn to read, then phonics 
might be seen as having a dominant, 
if not exclusive role in early teaching 
interactions. Proponents of this view 
might interpret the absence of the 
word “phonics” in the theoretical base 
for Reading Recovery as a serious 
deficit, one that causes concern over 
the quality of instruction provided. 

However, Clay proposed a differ-
ent view of learning — one where 
problem solving as well as correct 
responding contribute to progress. 
She called this “a ‘transformation’ 
model of progress” (Clay, 2001, 
p. 50), where it is the interactivity 
between cognition and perception 
that creates progress. The drawing  
together of sources of information 
and decision making that occurs 
(both consciously and subconsciously) 
become increasingly speeded and 
sophisticated. Running records  
taken over time provide evidence of 
this change.

In a constructive view of literacy 
progress, encounters with new 
and novel ways of using the alpha-
betic code in meaningful contexts 
strengthen the processing system, not 
weaken it (Clay, 2016). That is not 
to say that “phonic knowledge” is 
not fundamental. Knowledge of the 
alphabetic code is of prime impor-
tance and needs to be sufficiently 
fluent and flexible that it can be inte-
grated with multiple sources of infor-
mation: meaning, syntax, print, and 
language (Bodman & Smith, 2013). 
Reading Recovery lessons offer many 
opportunities for phonic knowledge 
to be learned and applied, but there 
is so much more to developing fast 

and fluent use of the alphabetic code. 
Without some understanding of lit-
eracy learning as transformation, how 
Reading Recovery procedures give 
thorough attention to gaining and 
applying phonic knowledge may be 
hard to see. 

So, how can Reading Recovery  
practitioners build collective and 
school-wide understanding of the role 
of phonics in learning to read and 
how it is used to support those  
experiencing the most difficulty in 
literacy learning? The following ques-
tions aim to bring to the fore the 
importance of considering the class-
room context when talking about 
learning letters and sounds with  
classroom colleagues.

•  What sorts of phonics instruc-
tion have children received 
in school before they begin 
Reading Recovery? How will 
that influence the vocabulary 
you use when discussing  
progress?

•  Do classroom curricula suggest 
“additive” or “transformation” 
models of progress? What  
challenges might that create? 

•  What patterns of strengths and 
difficulties do you notice as 
you assess children for inclu-
sion in Reading Recovery? 
What are the implications for 
Reading Recovery lessons and 
for liaison with school literacy 
teams?

•  How and when do you com-
municate information about 
how the children you teach 
link what is seen and what is 
heard? Might conversations 
about how a child uses letters 
and sounds, during the series of 
lessons and when a child exits 
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Reading Recovery, support 
ongoing progress and the tran-
sition during discontinuing?

•  Is your teaching of letter-sound  
relationships rigorous and 
systematic? How do your 
observations and recordkeeping 
provide the information needed 
without needing to repeatedly 
check up on what is known? 

•  How do you use running 
records to plan systematic 
teaching of letter-sound rela-
tionships? Do you record not 
only the words you went back 
to work on, but your observa-
tions of how the child respond-
ed to this teaching? 

Conclusion
The debate over how best to teach 
reading is not a new one. As Castles, 
Rastle, and Nation (2018) com-
mented, this has continued for the 
past 200 years and, no doubt, will 
continue as educators seek to support  
all children to become confident 
readers. Within that debate exists 
many misunderstandings about what 
phonics is and what the research evi-
dence suggests about effective teach-
ing. Professional conversations must 
revolve around facts, which we hope 
we have provided in this article. They 
also need to consider the particular 
needs of those who are struggling to 
become literate even after good class-
room teaching.
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Introduction
The Reading Recovery® training 
model privileges learning derived 
from observation, discussion, and 
negotiation within communities of 
practice (Schwartz, 2006). Ironically, 
as teacher leaders, we applied these 
principles to teaching and learning  
but failed to systematically apply 
them to our study and use of data. 
And, while we shared our conclu-
sions from the data with teachers, we 
weren’t engaging them in the analy-
sis. Essentially, prior to 2016, ana-
lyzing and summarizing our annual 
outcome data was a solitary endeavor, 
one we did on our own. Our “go it 
alone” approach was necessitated, 
largely, by the annual end-of-year 
mad dash to submit data and write 
site reports for our university train-
ing center (UTC). For a while, this 
worked well enough as our outcomes 
were steady and respectable. But, at 
some point, we realized being “good 
enough” was not enough. To achieve 
better outcomes, we had to learn  
better ways to engage with and use 
our data. To make learning to do this 
easier, we needed a space for shared 
inquiry and discussion (Pinnell, 
1994). 

In summer 2016, sitting at a dining  
room table, we chose a new path — 
a collaboration to help us use our 
data to improve student outcomes. 
Although we were uncertain about 
where to start or where the path 
might lead, we knew we were on it 
together. In this article, we describe 
this 3-year collaborative journey 
(2016–2019), including the questions  
we asked to understand our data, 
our analysis of problems, and the 
action steps we took to support 
teacher learning. Moreover, we share 
some of the many positive quan-
titative and qualitative outcomes 
which far exceeded our expectations. 
While written from the perspec-
tive of teacher leaders, our goal is to 
share our process as a way to engage 
all Reading Recovery professionals 
in data analysis aimed at improving 
teaching and student outcomes. 

Year 1 (2016–2017): 
Discontinued Students

Examining data and theory
Our sites are located in the central 
and south-central parts of Kentucky, 
and the districts we serve range from 
a large urban district to small, rural 
independent districts. Between our 

two sites, we work with 7 districts, 
43 schools, 74 teachers and approxi-
mately 485 Reading Recovery stu-
dents. Although our total number of 
teachers and students remained fairly 
constant from 2016–2019, we had at 
least one training class each year of 
the project, continuously shifting the 
actual teacher participants and their 
average years in Reading Recovery. 
Our implementation reflects the  
ever-changing and highly varied  
conditions in which Reading 
Recovery exists. 

Until summer 2016, none of us  
had ever seen any other site’s data, 
and our only basis for comparison  
was national and state averages. 
In essence, we had little idea how 
good—or how much better—our 
data could be. It was slightly better  
than the averages we were compar-
ing ourselves to, but what does that 
actually mean? This left us with an 
unclear sense of our success or what 
else might be possible. We were 
highly motivated to understand  
more about our data, knowing  
that each number represented a 
human life. Every non-discontinued 
child was an opportunity; each was 
our responsibility. At the same time, 
it was humbling to share numbers 
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and percentages that are often used 
to classify programs and profession-
als as good or bad. Our relationship 
and common purpose gave us confi-
dence to take this crucial step. So, at 
the dining room table, three teacher 
leaders sat together and shared our 
site reports, in their entirety. Within 
this mountain of numbers and fig-
ures and displays, we saw similarities 
and differences in our outcomes. We 
also found strength in each other’s 
data that our own site lacked. We 
wondered, together, what the dif-
ferences we saw in our data meant 
and how we could join forces to 
support improvement in both sites. 
Acknowledging that we were unsure 
about many aspects of data analy-
sis enabled us to let down our guard 
and abandon worries about being 
right or wrong. Dropping the pre-
tense of certainty gave us a tentative, 
learning-focused stance that we main-
tain to this day. Through the simple 
acts of sharing our data and initiat-
ing dialogue, we became a collabora-
tive team of individuals as invested 
in each other’s success as we were in 
our own. 

Our data sharing elicited many 
strengths and several opportunities 
for improvement. Among the latter  
was stagnation in our two sites’ dis-
continuing rates, both of which 
began to stall in 2014. We could see a 
macro-level problem, but still did not 
understand it well enough to improve 
it. Unfortunately, the typical ques-
tions we asked to guide our analysis 
of outcome data revealed little sub-
stantive information about our  
stagnant outcomes: 

•  Is there a difference in average 
weeks or lessons between stu-
dents with different outcomes? 

•  Is there a clear relationship 
between teacher experience and 
student outcomes? 

•  Is there a difference in fall or 
entry scores between students 
with different outcomes? 

Although these questions are based 
upon logical assumptions, they did 
not reveal any specific differences 
that we could connect to student 
outcomes. Thus, while we did not 
find the solutions to our stagnant 
discontinuing rate in the answers to 
these questions, we discovered some-
thing important about our next steps 
toward improvement. We learned 
that even if the answers to any one 
of these questions had pointed us 
toward a specific problem, there 
would still be more questions to ask 
in understanding how to address the 
problem. Dr. Clay (2013) emphasized 
the role of asking effective questions 
in reading: 

Good readers reduce their uncer-
tainty about what they are read-
ing by asking themselves very 
effective questions as they read; 
they know when they are more 
or less on-track. On the other 
hand, poor readers ask them-
selves rather trivial questions 
and waste their opportunities to 
reduce their uncertainty. (p. 14)

Although this quote describes readers’ 
abilities to make sense of their read-
ing, it also captured our need to ask 
effective questions to make meaning 
out of data. From this perspective, 
Clay’s thinking broadens the purpose 
of data analysis. In essence, the pur-
pose is not simply to find a problem-
atic data point and pose a solution. 
The goal is to unearth the stories 
being told by the data. We needed to 
ask better questions about our data in 
order to understand those stories. 

In the summer of 2016, we attended 
a session by Mary Fried at the 
International Reading Recovery 
Conference in Vancouver, Canada. In 
her session, she shared a study she co-
authored (McGee, Kim, Nelson, & 
Fried, 2015) which examined change 
over time in first graders’ strategic 
action while reading. Her explanation 
of their study gave us new insight 
into discernible patterns within run-
ning records that might signal posi-
tive and less productive paths of 
progress. It also gave us more-precise 
language to describe individual errors 
and error episodes in which students 
took multiple actions. We were par-
ticularly interested in findings she 
shared related to characteristics of 
students who made text level gains 
but didn’t enact the same types of 
problem-solving actions as those who 
were successful at the end of first 
grade. In her talk, Fried described 
“the close enough students” who were 
seemingly satisfied with relatively 
close approximations. Her statement 
gave us a label for a problem we had 
noticed but didn’t understand. We 
knew we had clusters of students who 
accelerated and were painfully close 
to reaching the class average but did 
not discontinue. Further, we won-
dered if we had students who did dis-
continue, but whose problem solving, 
upon closer inspection, more closely 
resembled the students in their study 
who did not fully achieve grade-level 
expectations. Whereas our previous 
tendency was to see a broad problem 
(e.g., stagnant discontinuation rate) 
and immediately generate solutions, 
Fried’s presentation shifted our think-
ing. Instead of showing us solutions, 
it gave us new ways to investigate 
the possible contributors to a general 
problem. 
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As a result, we returned to our data 
with a new question aimed at explor-
ing the outcomes of students within 
each status category. For this inquiry, 
we focused on three groups of stu-
dents in particular: 

1.  Students whose lessons were 
discontinued made substantial 
progress and fully caught up 
to their peers in both reading 
and writing. 

2.  Students who were recom-
mended for additional inter-
vention made some progress 
but did not fully catch up to 
their peers after 20 weeks of 
lessons.

3.  Students whose lessons were 
incomplete at the end of the 
year made some progress but 
were still in Reading Recovery 
at the end of the school year. 

We asked this question about these 
student groups: “How many students 
in each status category ended their 
programs at each text level?” This 
question gave us a way to explore 
smaller groupings of students and 
search for potentially meaning-
ful patterns within the data. Using 
our Student Data Summary, we dis-
played end of program text levels 
for students in each status category. 
Although our two sites differ in 
many ways, the answers to this ini-
tial question revealed startling simi-
larities. Specifically, we noticed clus-
ters of students like those Fried had 
described, including

•  students recommended for 
further intervention who ended 
their programs at or below Text 
Level 5,

•  students recommended for 
further intervention who ended 

their programs at Text Levels 
6–9,

•  students with incomplete pro-
grams who reached at least 
Text Level 12 but not grade-
level average, and 

•  students who were discontin-
ued at lower text levels than the 
classroom average.

What is interesting about this inquiry 
sequence was how redisplaying the 
data by exit text level illuminated 
something that was always in our 
data, but invisible in the aggregate. 
While we were delighted to see some-
thing new, we were daunted by the 
breadth of possible starting points 
listed in the above findings. They  
all seemed important … but where  
to begin? 

We found guidance in an article by 
Jeff Williams (2016), “Bringing Our 
‘A’ Game: Getting to Acceleration 
and Higher Levels of Text.” In this 
article, he presents a compelling dis-
cussion about text levels as indica-
tors of success and the importance 
of student opportunity to work on 
complex texts. We knew from our 
analysis of end of program text lev-
els that we had some discontinued 
students slightly below or just at 
grade-level exit. While that may seem 
like the least of the problems our 
data revealed, we were intrigued by 
those students as a starting point for 
improvement. 

Starting with strengths is inherent to 
our work; thus, why not start with 
something we were doing pretty well 
and work towards doing it exception-
ally well? Williams (2016) helped 
us think more deeply about poten-
tial deleterious effects of students 
whose lessons do not include ample 

opportunity to problem solve com-
plex texts. He explained, “In short, 
the reader able to process Level 16 
or higher texts would thus be more 
equipped to [achieve] our express 
target — that of developing a self-
extending system” (p. 6). It is pro-
foundly important to note that all of 
us—teacher leaders and teacher—
clearly understood that our goal was 
to support student acquisition of a 
self-extending literacy system. It is a 
fundamental tenet of our work, one 
we had discussed, explored, and reit-
erated from the first day of training. 

Although clear that our goal is not 
a specific level, redisplaying the exit 
text levels of discontinued students 
revealed many just at grade level or 
slightly below at exit. We wondered 
about the implications of these data 
for sustained learning and also about 
the possible instructional conditions 
from which the data emerged. We 
hypothesized that we, and our teach-
ers, needed to explore our data to 
more clearly understand both our 
text level trends and the problem-
solving patterns within discontin-
ued students’ running records. To 
glean more evidence, we posed new 
questions: 

•  Do discontinued students 
continue to make gains in text 
reading level following their 
lesson series? 

 •  Do discontinued students have 
enough exposure to complex 
texts within lessons? 

•  Does the problem solving of 
discontinued students, at exit, 
reflect a working system that 
enables them to solve more 
complex texts without further 
support?
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These new questions were the first 
we asked to explicitly link our out-
come data (e.g., students discontin-
ued at various text levels) to ques-
tions answerable through analysis 
of student and teacher-level records 
(e.g., evidence of problem solving). 
In other words, while we had asked 
many questions about our outcome 
data and engaged in various analysis-
based experiences with teachers, this 
time we connected the data to the 
purpose of our analysis in an inten-
tional way. In doing so, we gave our 
teachers a path to exploring their 
lesson-level data in search of explana-
tions for macro trends in our site  
outcomes. After all, improving stu-
dent outcomes derives not from  
interpreting data, but from improv-
ing the instructional moves teachers 
make within lessons. We now had a 
starting point to engage our teachers  
in inquiry. 

Engaging teachers in data analysis
Since our inquiry centered around 
problem solving and complex texts, 
we turned to McGee and colleagues’ 
2015 research to support a deeper 
analysis of how our students’ prob-
lem solving changed over time. We 
sought deeper understandings of pat-
terns and trends within these records 
that might help us improve student 
outcomes. We started the 2016 school 
year with an ongoing professional 
development (OPD) to introduce 
teachers to the McGee et al. (2015) 
study, including the authors’ descrip-
tions of errors and error episodes. 
Heeding Fried’s advice from her con-
ference session, we asked teachers to 
bring the records of a discontinued 
student and a non-discontinued stu-
dent who had reached at least Text 
Level 10. They used an analysis tool 
we created, based upon the study, to 

record and categorize reading behav-
iors at Text Levels 5, 7, 9 and the 
highest text level achieved. The fol-
lowing questions drove the teachers’ 
exploration: 

•  Do records of discontinued 
students show evidence of the 
problem-solving action that 
typify grade-level readers? In 
short, do they indicate evidence 
of a self-extending system? 

•  How do the problem-solving 
patterns evidenced in records 
of discontinued students dif-
fer from non-discontinued 
students who made significant 
progress, yet stalled? 

Teachers noticed the same patterns  
of responding in their children 
that McGee et al. (2015) described. 
Although we could likely write an 
entire article about these patterns, a 
few seemed particularly significant. 
For instance, they saw movement 
from single actions to more com-
plex error episodes in both groups 
of students. They noted the point 
of divergence, wherein discontinued 
students moved gradually away from 
typical action chains to more flex-
ible problem-solving actions, includ-
ing greater attention to visual infor-
mation. Non-discontinued students 
did not. Importantly, this analysis 
also gave teachers a way to notice 
students whose lessons were discon-
tinued but who exhibited less flex-
ible problem solving. The ensuing 
dialogue also gave us an opportunity 
to build greater, shared understand-
ing of terms we use frequently such as 
independence, flexibility, integration, 
complexity, and self-extension. 

Using this analytical tool to look for 
evidence of problem solving was not 
difficult to do retrospectively and 
with an entire set of running records 

from the previous year. Using this 
tool in real-time, however, required 
practice. Instead of our standard 
approach in which two different 
teachers brought students behind the 
glass at each OPD, we asked the same 
two teachers to bring the same two 
children at every session that fall. We 
began each session by analyzing the 
child’s recent running records, using 
a guide we adapted from the study 
(see Figure 1). 

Following the lesson, we added evi-
dence from our observations and 
wrote predictions of progress (Clay, 
2016) for each child. Writing pre-
dictions together had the added 
benefit of helping all of our teach-
ers learn more about what is often 
a challenging process. We recorded 
our tentative hypotheses and next 
steps on charts to track our think-
ing and learning. This recursive 
process allowed time for teachers 
to link together quantitative data 
(e.g., text level growth) with their 
emerging understanding of qualita-
tive indicators of student progress 
(e.g., problem-solving actions). Most 
importantly, it allowed us to explore 
the decisions each teacher made in 
response to these data, deepening our 
understanding of responsive teaching 
moves. 

What we learned and how we 
improved
When the three of us reconvened in 
July 2017 to reflect on our work, we 
began with our observations of how 
coherent and productive our prior 
year OPD seemed to be. Targeting 
a specific problem and providing 
repeated opportunities for teachers  
to work together analyzing student  
records had elicited powerful con-
versations and robust learning. 
According to Lyons and Pinnell 
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(2001), interactions such as these 
promote “... shared meaning and 
perspectives [that] result in deeper 
understanding” (p. 231). Indeed, ded-
icating this time for discussion and 
inquiry with colleagues proved excep-
tionally beneficial to our teachers and 
their students. At the same time, we 
were surprised that our outcome data 
didn’t reveal substantive improvement 
in the number of students in each sta-
tus category. After much discussion 
aimed at trying to discern “what we 
did wrong,” we realized that progress 
toward our goal was not answerable 

through the question we were asking: 
“Did more students discontinue?” 
Therefore, we asked a new question: 
“In light of our focus in OPD, what 
might constitute evidence of improve-
ment, and where in our quantitative 
data might we look to find it?”

The data we needed to explore in 
order to answer this question were 
the same data that showed us our 
original problem: exit and end-of-year 
text levels for discontinued students. 
Again, we displayed these data to 
search for trends within actual num-
bers of discontinued students who 

reached each text level; in particular, 
those who met or exceeded standard 
grade-level expectations. Within these 
data, we found our first evidence of 
improvement. Specifically, we had 
very few discontinued students who 
did not reach at least Text Level 16 
at either interval, and we had many 
more who read at least Text Level 
20. Further, we did not have a single 
instance of a mid-year discontinued 
student who failed to increase their 
text level between exit and end of 
the year. And, while average text lev-
els for discontinued students were 
still slightly below the random sam-
ple at both mid-year and the end of 
the year, the gap was much smaller 
between the two groups. The quan-
titative improvement in Year 1, albeit 
slight, reinforced our observations 
of teachers’ growth in analyzing and 
describing change over time in prob-
lem solving. So, rather than feeling 
defeated by not fixing every problem 
in a single year, we returned to our 
data with a “What’s next?” mentality. 

Entry Points to Inquiry

•  Redisplay some of your data (e.g., 
exit text reading level) for students 
within a particular status category 
(e.g., recommended) to help you 
find subgroupings of students and/
or patterns that are obfuscated by 
an average. This process will help 
you identify specific entry points 
for additional inquiry and clear 
action steps for improvement. 
Generate new questions through 
which to explore the patterns you 
find, perhaps categorizing those by 
things you directly control, tangen-
tially influence, and those that are 
beyond your reach. The goal is to 
use your data to build deep under-

 Figure 1.  Example of Analysis Guide Adapted from McGee et al.
            

Adapted from: McGee, L. M., Kim, H., Nelson, K. S, & Fried, M. D. (2015). Change over time in first graders’ strategic use 
of information at point of difficulty in reading. Reading Research Quarterly, 50(3), 263–291. 
 

COT in Problem-Solving: A Comparison of Children with Different Program Outcomes 
 

Directions: For this analysis, choose a discontinued and a non-discontinued child from last year.  Record 
examples of problem solving evidenced in running records at text levels 5, 7, 9 and the child’s highest text 
level. Use one grid for each child. Please refer to the document we made for a complete description and 
examples of actions that apply to each category.  
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patterns you 
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category, and how 
these changed 
across lessons.   
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standing about problems; be cau-
tious in moving too quickly toward 
solutions.

•  Search for areas of strength, and 
partial strength, within your data 
(e.g., discontinued students and/
or students who made substantial 
progress but were not discontinued) 
and analyze, more deeply, the con-
ditions under which such progress 
occurred. By locating and studying 
things you’re doing well, or partially 
well, you may find a high-leverage 
opportunity to make fast improve-
ment. 

Year 2 (2017–2018): 
Recommended Students

Examining data and theory
Our teachers’ enthusiastic response 
to our repeated opportunities to ana-
lyze running records in OPD made 
us certain we should continue this 
type of analysis. As we explored our 
outcome data, we found other high-
leverage opportunities for improve-
ment in the persistent number of 
students who were recommended for 
additional service or had incomplete 
programs. Although we felt reason-
ably sure that any action steps that 
we took could be mutually benefi-
cial to students in both categories, we 
rationalized that focusing on students 
with a full program gave us more 
time to impact learning. 

Our current status categories have 
limitations, in that they assign one 
label to groups of students whose 
progress often varies greatly. Thus,  
we needed to ask questions that pro-
vided more understanding of the 
learning trajectories of recommended 
students both during and following  
their Reading Recovery lessons. 

Specifically:

•  How many recommended  
students ended their program 
at Text Level 5 or below?

•  How many recommended  
students ended their program 
at Text Levels 6–9?

•  How many recommended  
students ended their program 
at Text Level 10–12? 

•  How many recommended  
students, who ended their  
program at mid-year within 
each text level range, reached at 
least Text Level 12 by the end 
of the year? 

Redisplaying our text level data to 
answer these questions gave us an 
actual number of students within 
each text level range. This served two 
purposes: It (a) broke a large category 
(e.g., recommended) into smaller 
units for analysis and (b) enabled us 
to calculate percentages of students 
within text level bands. This elicited 
groupings of recommended students: 

•  Around 40% of our students 
recommended for further inter-
vention ended their programs 
at or below Text Level 5. 

•  30% of our students recom-
mended for further interven-
tion ended their programs at 
Text Levels 6–9. 

•  Around one-third of students 
recommended for further 
intervention who ended their 
programs at Text Levels 7–9, 
reached at least Text Level 12 
by end of year.

Although these discoveries did not 
generate an immediate solution, they 
gave us a new way to explore the 

variation of outcomes for students 
within a single status category. As we 
pondered the meaning of these data 
in relation to these students’ lack of 
progress toward grade-level profi-
ciency, we wondered, together: 

•  What contributes to a full-
program student ending the 
program below Text Level 5? 
Under what circumstances is 
this happening? What patterns 
might we find within running 
records and/or lesson records to 
help us? 

•  Why do we have clusters of  
recommended students who 
make initial progress, only to 
plateau at mid-processing lev-
els? Under what circumstances 
is this happening? What pat-
terns might we find within 
running records and/or lesson 
records to help us? 

•  Many students who were  
recommended for further ser-
vice after 20 weeks continued 
to move up text levels between 
mid and end of the year. What 
can we infer about the child’s 
problem-solving system and/
or opportunities we missed to 
make instructional decisions 
that may have fostered more 
accelerated progress during 
their programs? 

Up to this point, our analyses of  
outcome data focused almost com-
pletely on student outcomes and 
growth across entire sites. Other  
than patterns of missed lessons or 
identifying teachers with very low 
outcomes, we had not asked specific 
questions about outcomes and  
growth patterns within school or 
teacher-level data. 
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Thus, we posed a new question: Are 
there patterns of lower-performing 
students (either by status category or 
on exit text levels) or student growth 
within schools or with specific teach-
ers? To explore this question, we 
looked at outcomes and growth at 
the school and teacher level using 
the Reading Recovery School Data 
Comparison Sheet, the Reading 
Recovery Teacher Data Comparison 
Sheet, and the Observation Survey 
Scores by Schools report. These 
reports suggested the following: 

•  Recommended students were 
more highly concentrated at 
particular schools and/or with 
particular teachers. 

•  Students with incomplete 
programs were more evenly 
distributed across schools and 
teachers.

•  Growth on individual 
Observation Survey tasks for 
full-program students varied 
widely across schools and 
teachers. 

Although growth disparities were 
neither shocking nor revelatory, 
the degree of disparity and where it 
occurred was stunning. Many schools 
and teachers with high-entry stu-
dents were achieving substantially less 
growth and lower ending text levels. 
This finding was invisible to us in 
the aggregate, particularly for teach-
ers with high discontinuation rates. 
In essence, our attention had been so 
focused on recommended students 
served by teachers with very low 
outcomes that we had missed some 
patterns of limited growth and out-
comes for particular students served 
by schools and teachers with good, 
or even great, overall discontinua-
tion rates. We began to wonder if 

we had two distinct yet interrelated 
problems: (a) urgency around accel-
eration and (b) intentional teaching 
to foster rapid, sustained, and maxi-
mal growth, for some students in 
particular. 

A 2016 evaluation of Reading 
Recovery by the Consortium for 
Policy Research in Education 
(CPRE) gave us an additional per-
spective from which to consider 
our data and the interrelationships 
of teacher actions and student out-
comes (May, Sirinides, Gray, & 
Goldsworthy, 2016). We wondered 
if the authors’ model of instructional 
strength, defined as “the extent to 
which a teacher instructs for maxi-
mum learning in every lesson,” (p. 
83) might give us insight into charac-
teristics of highly successful Reading 
Recovery teachers. They posited 
instructional strength as a function 
of teaching that was both deliberate 
and dexterous; in other words, care-
ful preparation aligned with evidence 
of student strengths and needs (delib-
erateness), and nimble response to 
students within the lesson (dexterity). 
Williams (2016) mapped instruc-
tional strength onto Clay’s vision for 
us as Reading Recovery profession-
als: “Clay’s vision called us to design 
superb lessons. Not so-so lessons. 
Superb. To do this, we must bring all 
that we know to the table to design 
lessons that cause meaningful shifts 
for the learner” (p. 8).

To design “superb” lessons, our teach-
ers had to recognize and understand 
how to both interpret and respond 
to patterns in student problem solv-
ing. Our analysis in the prior year’s 
OPD was aimed toward interpreta-
tion. Although this was crucial, we 
wondered how to help our teachers 
more explicitly link the decisions they 

made in lessons to problem solving 
evidenced in their student records. 
Further, we needed to build shared 
understanding of what it meant to be 
deliberate and dexterous and how to 
make decisions that were responsive 
to student needs. 

Engaging teachers in data analysis
Our 2017 OPD included another  
analysis of prior-year students. 
Because students who were recom-
mended for further intervention con-
stituted a high-leverage target, we 
asked teachers to bring the records of 
a full-program student whose prog-
ress was significantly less than their 
discontinued peers. For comparison, 
they also brought the records of a 
discontinued student. The goal was 
to explore student records to build 
greater understanding of the concepts 
of deliberate and dexterous teaching 
moves and find ways to improve our 
instructional strength. Whereas our 
2016–2017 analyses focused heavily  
on running records, this time we 
asked teachers to bring an entire set 
of student records so we could learn 
more about quantitative growth tra-
jectories from week to week and 
across a child’s program. We began 
with the daily attendance forms and 
weekly records of reading and writ-
ing vocabulary and asked teachers to 
explore the following: 

•  What patterns of acceleration 
do you notice in text reading 
level, writing vocabulary, and 
reading vocabulary in recom-
mended students? 

•  How do these differ from 
students whose lessons were 
successfully discontinued? Are 
there clear points of conver-
gence and/or divergence within 
the growth trajectories? 
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•  What might you infer from 
these data from the perspective 
of student processing and/or 
teacher decision making? 

Although only a first step in a com-
prehensive analysis, these questions 
revealed much about patterns in 
acceleration. Specifically, we saw pat-
terns of students who spent weeks 
in single text levels and slowly accu-
mulated new words in both reading 
and writing. The records of reading 
and writing vocabulary also showed 
patterns of fragile learning, with 
strike-throughs and erasures of words 
teachers “thought were known.” The 
weekly records also revealed another 
glaring trend: Lagging acceleration 
was particularly pervasive in the first 
half of many children’s programs. 
Digging deeper into acceleration 
in the first few weeks, we noticed a 
major point of divergence between 
the two groups between entry and the 
end of week 5. Although entry data 
was quite similar for recommended 
and discontinued students, students 
who were eventually discontinued 
showed substantial increases on Text 
Reading Level and known words dur-
ing that 5-week period. Although we 
weren’t quite sure what was happen-
ing to cause this, we knew whatever 
it was started almost immediately. 
These findings generated powerful 
discussions about teacher respon-
siveness from the very first lesson, 
situating the role of teacher urgency 
within deliberate and dexterous deci-
sion making (May et al., 2016). This 
finding reinforced again that the only 
mechanism to improved student out-
comes was improved teaching. In 
this way, our teachers began to relate 
patterns in their data to their own 
instructional strength. 

To further understand the problem-
solving actions relative to the quan-

titative patterns we unearthed in 
students’ attendance records and 
weekly records of reading and writing 
vocabulary, we returned to McGee 
et al. (2015) to analyze change over 
time in actual problem solving. We 
used an analytical tool created by 
McGee and Fried (2015) and adapted 
by Williams (2016) that moved us 
beyond our initial depiction of their 
categories. Using this tool to catego-
rize evidence of student error behav-
ior, we asked the following questions: 

•  What patterns of acceleration 
and errors/error episodes are 
evidenced in running records 
of recommended students? 

•  How do these patterns mirror 
and/or differ from students 
whose lessons were successfully 
discontinued? 

•  What can be inferred about 
student processing (either 
strengths or challenges) from 
these analyses? 

During their analysis of running 
records of recommended students, 
teachers noticed a variety of patterns: 
no attempts followed by a teacher 
telling the word (a told), more teacher 
tolds in general, gross visual discrep-
ancies that were not monitored, and 
persistent attempts that had gross 
visual discrepancies based upon first 
letter cues. Although most records 
evidenced some complex error epi-
sodes (McGee et al., 2015), there was 
a noticeable lack of multiple attempts 
or substitutions that weren’t whole 
words. These analyses generated illu-
minating discussions about indepen-
dence, consolidation, and learning to 
take action at difficulty. 

This led us to a new question: For 
both recommended and discontinued  
students, which teacher decisions may 
contribute to these patterns and/or 

resolve them? To explore this ques-
tion, we looked more closely at lesson  
records for both recommended and 
discontinued students and thought 
about the teachers’ priorities and 
decisions (e.g., teaching points, word 
work, book choice, orientation) 
in relation to the problem-solving 
actions we noticed in the running 
records. We also searched for similar 
patterns in student writing, some-
thing we had neglected to this point. 
One pattern that emerged was a 
noticeable difference in self-monitor-
ing between the two student groups. 
Further, teacher notes and lesson 
priorities seemed highly focused on 
fixing errors very early on, perhaps 
neglecting to secure the child’s sys-
tem for finding the errors. Anderson 
and Kaye (2016) warned about teach-
ing that too quickly merges monitor-
ing and solving, potentially rendering 
both systems less effective. We began 
to think that this tendency within 
our teaching was a high-leverage 
opportunity to improve the trajectory 
for many of our non-discontinued 
students (and perhaps all students). 
Throughout 2017–2018, we used 
our OPD to explore student lesson 
records, running records, and writing 
samples to deepen our understand-
ing of self-monitoring, in particular. 
Moreover, we included readings (e.g., 
Anderson & Kaye, 2016; McBane, 
Schnug & Slinger, 2017) to explore 
teaching decisions in reading and 
writing that foster self-monitoring. 

What we learned and how we 
improved
In summer 2018, we returned to the 
dining room table with our data. 
To our delight, the data revealed an 
increase in our full-program discon-
tinuing percentage and a substantial 
decrease in the number of recom-
mended students who exited the pro-
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gram below Text Level 6. We also 
saw continued progress toward our 
Year 1 goal of discontinued students 
exiting at higher text levels. In fact, 
for the first time, our discontinued 
students met or surpassed the random 
sample students on Text Reading 
Level at mid year. We had momen-
tum! We also had many areas identi-
fied for improvement; in particular, 
while our overall data were better for 
full-program students, our percent-
age of students with incomplete pro-
grams was not decreasing. In fact, it 
increased slightly in one of the two 
sites. Thus, understanding more 
about students with incomplete pro-
grams became our next step. 

Entry Points to Inquiry

•  Explore student growth at specific 
junctures within the lesson series 
(e.g., first 5 weeks; weeks 5–10) 
and analyze both the problem solv-
ing and the teaching decisions evi-
denced in running records, lesson 
records, and writing samples within 
that span. Formulate hypotheses 
about the relationship between 
teacher decisions (e.g., lesson priori-
ties) and the child’s progress (e.g., 
text level and problem solving in 
reading and writing). With a col-
league, discuss the patterns you 
notice and how they inform your 
thinking about teaching and/or stu-
dent learning. 

•  Conduct similar analyses with stu-
dents across status categories and 
describe what you learn about the 
child’s problem solving and contin-
gent teacher decisions. You might 
pay close attention to a specific 
aspect of a literacy processing sys-
tem (e.g., self-monitoring), that is a 
strong indicator of eventual student 
outcomes. 

Year 3 (2018–2019): 
Students with Incomplete 
Programs

Examining data and theory
Since our goal was to understand 
conditions that may contribute to stu-
dents with incomplete programs, we 
reflected on what we already knew 
based upon prior inquiry. Basically, 
the number of weeks and lessons was 
almost identical for second-round dis-
continued and students with incom-
plete programs. Although we had 
also explored entry text levels among 
different student groups as a possible 
explanation in 2016, we returned to 
our data to see if these group scoring 
patterns had changed over time. 

As before, our data showed very 
little difference between these stu-
dents at entry on Text Reading Level. 
However, students whose lessons 
were discontinued achieved far more 
growth than students whose lessons 
were incomplete, despite receiving 
nearly the same number of lessons. 
We wanted to learn more about this 
seemingly meaningful pattern of 
entry and exit text levels. Our exit 
data showed us the increase in text 
level (how much students improved 
in text level); however, we needed to 
describe these data to have a clearer 
understanding of the rate of increase 
in text level (e.g., how fast they 
accelerated). 

Thus, a new question emerged: On 
average, what is the rate of accelera-
tion on text reading level of second 
round discontinued and students 
with incomplete programs? Using 
data for mid-year entry students, we 
created a table that showed the aver-
age entry and exit text level for mid-
year entry students whose lessons 
were discontinued and those with 
incomplete programs. We subtracted 
the entry level from the exit level (for 
each group) to calculate the overall 
Text Reading Level gain while in the 
program. Then, we divided the gain 
by the number of weeks served. This 
calculation showed us the increase, 
which we referred to as “rate of accel-
eration” per week (see Table 1). We 
were stunned to find that the rate of 
increase per week was more than dou-
ble for discontinued students. More 
confounding was the fact that entry 
scores for both groups were not nearly 
as dissimilar as exit scores. 

Something was happening within 
the instructional process for mid-
year entry students that we did not 
yet understand. And, although the 
rate-per-week increase we found was 
just an average, there was something 
important about having a way to 
quantify a concept as nebulous as 
acceleration. While we would never 
impose rules (e.g., “A text level per 
week, or else!”), having a better sense 
of how quickly successful students 
accelerated gave our teachers some-
thing important to notice. After all, 

Table 1.  Rate of Acceleration in Text Reading Level Growth for Mid-Year 
Entry Students

 Student  Entry Exit Total Growth
 Group Weeks/Lessons TRL TRL Growth Per Week

 Discontinued 11.4/40.25 4.7 18.3 13.6 1.2

 Incomplete 10.9/40.15 3.4 8.4 5.0 0.46
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to change the trajectory for these 
children, teachers had to notice and 
respond to potentially negative pat-
terns in their data. 

Engaging teachers in data analysis
Our revelations around acceleration 
patterns sent us in search of new ways 
to interact with teachers and their 
data. We wanted to understand, call 
attention to, and circumvent slow 
progress. Although we were focused 
on mid-year entry students, logic dic-
tates that there is some relationship 
between the length of first-round 
programs and our percentage of stu-
dents with incomplete programs. 
Although Anderson and Kaye (2016) 
used the terms “finding and fixing” 
to refer to students, we respectfully 
borrowed their idea to illustrate our 
rationale for our next action step. 
In essence, teachers had to notice 
(find) the problem, and understand 
it, before they could solve (fix) the 
problem. We needed a better process 
to draw teachers’ attention to patterns 
of acceleration and their instructional 
response to those patterns. After all, 
the only way to improve outcome 
data is to improve our teaching moves 
during the intervention. 

For nearly two decades, the teachers 
in our sites shared monitoring forms 
with the teacher leaders at monthly 
ongoing professional development. 
While this practice was important, 
it was too slow and delayed teacher 
leader guidance. Seeking a more effi-
cient process, we explored online 
platforms to share weekly attendance 
forms as a mechanism to support stu-
dent progress in real time. We con-
verted our standard attendance form 
into a Google Sheet (Figure 2) and 
uploaded those to a shared drive so 
each student’s data was accessible to 
individual teachers and teacher lead-

ers. We wanted to promote continu-
ous dialogue with teachers about 
positive and problematic patterns in 
student acceleration. Thus, we estab-
lished conditional formatting rules to 
highlight specific data (e.g., missed 
lessons, accuracy percentages below 
90%, low self-correction ratio), visu-
ally elevating them to capture teacher 
attention. In a sense, our document 
illuminated important data to provide 
visual signals, including potentially 
important patterns in acceleration. 

Online documentation gave us effec-
tive, real-time opportunities to collab-
orate with teachers. It also provided 
insight into possible contributors to 
stagnant student outcomes. Because 
early acceleration was such a focus, 
we were quick to point out (using the 
comment function within our docu-
ments) acceleration patterns in both 
text level and writing vocabulary. The 
power of these online discussions is 
difficult to overstate. Using real-time 
data gave us an opportunity to help 
teachers notice patterns and respond 
to them. 

Throughout the 2018–2019 school 
year, we used our time in OPD to 
address patterns, problems, and com-
mon confusions that emerged from 
our conversations with teachers 
around their online data. As teachers  
engaged in conversations about data 
and instructional decisions, they 
demonstrated trust in each other. 
Their collaborative discussions built 
shared understanding of problems 
and opportunities for improvement.  
Further, the continuous dialogue 
both online and within OPD gave 
greater purpose to our exploration of 
the CPRE report (May et al., 2016). 
It seemed that exploring the con-
cepts of deliberateness and dexter-
ity through the lens of our real-time 

data gave us a clearer way to see and 
understand our problems. More 
importantly, it gave us opportunities 
to reflect upon teaching moves that 
might address these problems. 

What we learned and how we 
improved
When we returned to the dining 
room table in summer 2019, we had 
confidence and clarity that eluded 
us at the beginning of this journey. 
Over 3 years, we learned to pose bet-
ter questions about data, conduct 
analyses to answer those questions, 
and apply our learning from these 
analyses to formulate action steps 
toward improvement. While engag-
ing in this collaborative inquiry has 
been challenging and circuitous, we 
allowed ourselves to be vulnerable 
as colleagues and create a space to 
ask questions without fear of being 
“wrong” or missing something impor-
tant. We celebrated successes with 
one another, gained confidence from 
each one, and celebrated growth, no 
matter how small. Lyons and Pinnell 
(2001) posited, “Learning something 
difficult builds self-confidence and 
motivates you to seek additional chal-
lenges” (p. 3). Indeed, instead of fear 
or frustration, our successes helped us 
embrace new risks and view failure as 
an opportunity to learn and do bet-
ter. As a collaborative team, we devel-
oped agency for constructing our 
own meaning from our data.

Most crucially, engaging in this 
work helped us achieve our goals of 
improving student outcomes. In fact, 
our 2018–2019 data revealed we not 
only met, but exceeded, our initial 
goals. Although the actual percent-
ages differ from site to site, those 
also differed at the onset of this proj-
ect. Since this story is about a shared 
journey, we’ve chosen to combine  
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our outcomes to illustrate our collec-
tive success.

These data (see Table 2) illustrate  
improvement across all student 
groups and every problem we 
explored in OPD. While we still 
have a myriad of opportunities to 

improve and many problems to solve, 
this work has given us a clearer path 
toward doing so. These student out-
comes are massively important, and, 
after all, children’s success is our end-
game. However, this story is about 
learning. Some of our learning was 

new, but some of it was deepening 
our understanding of things we had 
learned before. Specifically, we now 
have much greater clarity about  
Dr. Clay’s message: “If a child is a  
struggling reader or writer the  
conclusion must be that we have not 

 Figure 2.  Sample Online Student Attendance Form

Reading Recovery Data Form
2019-2020

RR Teacher:  A. Jones Child:  Benjamin Miller F/R Meals?:  Yes
Birthdate:  1-17-13 School:  ABC Elementary IDEC Rubric Oral Lang
Person ID:  123456 Documented Disability?  No
Classroom Teacher:  Smith IC Identified Race:  AA
Language Other Than English?  No If Yes, What Language?

Date Week # M T W TH F Level % ACC SC WVoc Date of First RAK:  8-27-19

8-26-19 1 1 2 3 4 1 Roaming 9 Date of First Regular Lesson:  9-11-19

9-2-19 2 5 6 7 8 2 Roaming 18 Final Date of Lessons: 12-3-19

9-9-19 3 9 10 11 12 13 3 98 1:2 23 Codes

9-16-19 4 14 15 16 17 18 4 94 1:2 27 Ch Present Lesson #

9-23-19 5 19 20 TU 21 22 5 98 1:4 32 Ch Absent CA

9-30-19 6 23 24 25 6 94 1:3 35 Ch Unavailable CU

10-7-19 7 26 27 28 TA 29 6 97 1:4 39 Tchr Absent TA

10-14-19 8 CA 30 CA 31 CA 7 98 1:3 43 Tchr Unavailable TU

10-21-19 9 32 33 TU 34 35 8 100 1:1 48 No School

10-28-19 10 36 37 38 39 40 9 100 1:1 52 Program Totals

11-4-19 11 TA 41 42 43 10 99 1:2 56 Total # of Lessons 51

11-11-19 12 44 45 46 47 48 11 98 1:2 65 Total # of Weeks 14

11-18-19 13 CA CA 49 50 51 12 97 1:4 67 Total # of CA 5

11-25-19 14 52 53 13 99 1:2 70 Total # to TA 2

12-2-19 15 54 55 14 97 1:2 74 Total # of CU 0

Total # of TU 2
Total # of RR 

Lessons Missed
9

# Ch Absent Year

Comments:

Date LI OWT CAP WV HSIW TL % ACC SC
Rate

Status

Fall 8/22/19 30 1 9 1 27 1 94 -

Entry 8/22/19 30 1 9 1 27 1 94 -

End 12/4/19 54 20 21 42 37 16 97 1:2 D

Spring

Status Codes:
D: Discontinued          R:  Recommended for Action after Full Program          M:  Moved

I:  Incomplete Program at Year End          NoA:  None of the Above (Please Explain)
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yet discovered a way to help him 
learn” (Clay, 2016, p. 165). In other 
words, identifying and understanding 
the problems in our data was essen-
tial; but, improvement rests upon our 
ability, as teachers, to make superb 
decisions for individual children. 

Entry Points to Inquiry

•  To help yourself become more 
sensitive to the quantitative signals 
of acceleration in real-time, look 
closely at the growth trajectories of 
students within and across different 
outcome groups (e.g., discontinued, 
recommended, incomplete). With 
a colleague, explore the purpose 
of our quantitative data (e.g., text 
reading level, self-correction ratio, 
writing vocabulary) and how it may 
inform your understanding of a 
child’s progress. 

•  Most importantly, explore the 
implications of these data for your 

decision making within lesson 
series. Do not restrict your analysis 
to students who make slow prog-
ress. This is important for our work 
with all students, regardless of their 
rate of acceleration or outcomes. For 
instance, examining the records of 
a discontinued child might reveal 
how you maximized, or overlooked, 
opportunities to make the child’s 
lesson series even more efficient. 

In the End (And Looking 
Forward)
One of the beliefs we hold dear in 
Reading Recovery is that each child’s 
literacy journey is unique. Indeed, 
our job is to work alongside children 
as a knowing guide, no matter how 
circuitous or idiosyncratic their path. 
Our system provides similar support 
from trainer to teacher leader, and 
from teacher leader to teacher. While 
individual paths may differ, we are 
never supposed to be on them alone. 
Facing challenges that we weren’t sure 

how to address on our own is what 
brought us together at the dining 
room table. This account of our work 
reveals the learning and improvement 
we experienced by coming together as 
colleagues. 

Still, ours is but a single example 
of teacher leader collaboration and 
inquiry. The questions we asked, 
reports we sought for guidance, con-
clusions we drew from our analyses, 
and actions steps we employed in 
response to our findings are neither 
the only nor maybe even the best 
options. While not a roadmap, our 
story depicts the complexity of our 
work as Reading Recovery profession-
als and the importance of exploring 
the inextricable relationship between 
student data and teacher decision 
making. 

It is our privilege as teacher leaders to 
share this story, but it does not belong 
to us. It belongs to our teachers. They 
have followed us down every path—
including some that led to dead ends 

Table 2.  Change in Student Outcomes Across Sites (2016–2019) 

Student Group           Change in Student Outcomes

Discontinued Increased our full-program discontinuing rate by 5% and 11% with 85% and 92% of full- 
program students discontinued in 2018–2019. 

Increased our overall discontinuing rate for all students served by 5% and 13% with 70% and 
74% discontinued overall in 2018–2019. 

Increased the mid-year and end of year text levels for discontinued students so the average at 
both intervals met or exceeded random sample students. 

Students whose lessons  
were not discontinued 

(Recommended or 
Incomplete) 

Reduced our recommended students by 1% and 9% with only 12 students recommended for 
further services following a full program in 1 of the 2 sites at the end of 2018–2019.

Reduced our percentage of students with incomplete programs by 5% and 7% with only  
15% and 10% of students with incomplete programs at the end of 2018–2019.

Reduced the percentage of recommended or incomplete students who exited their programs 
below Text Level 6 by 30% from 2016–2019.

Increased the percentage of non-discontinued students who ended the year at Text Level 12  
or higher; over 50% of students recommended and incomplete students ended 2018–2019 in 
this range.
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and cul-de-sacs—with fearless vul-
nerability, unwavering trust, and a 
steadfast commitment to their chil-
dren. Their open-minded approach 
to learning and their willingness to 
do this challenging work exemplifies 
what is possible for individuals within 
a community of practice (Schwartz, 
2006; Lyons & Pinnell, 2001). In 
2016 we asked ourselves, “Where and 
how do we start?” and in each of the 
2 years subsequent, “What should we 
do next?” Sitting here today, in 2020, 
our question is, “What else might 
be possible for us?” Our answer: 
“Working together ... anything.” 
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35 OF EXCELLENCE
Officially launched during the 2020 National Conference,  

the 35th year of Reading Recovery in North America  
began with the 2019–20 school year.  

This special section continues the celebration.
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Gay Su Pinnell, Carol A. Lyons, and Diane DeFord

U.S. Reading Recovery’s International Presence 
Mary Anne Doyle
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Current trainers share brief histories and significant contributions

The Fourth Decade in North America — 2015–Present
Highlights and milestones from the past 5 years of Reading Recovery 

— 35th Anniversary Luncheon Celebration —

Learning How to Make A Difference
Gay Su Pinnell

Former Students Share Successes
Seamus Bruns and Chris Graham

Jady Johnson Receives Special Excellence in Service Award 
Presented by RRCNA President Karen Scott
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Celebrating 35 Years

Editor’s note: For this celebration of the 35th anniversary of 
Reading Recovery in the U.S., we asked the three professors 
from The Ohio State University who worked to implement 
Reading Recovery in Ohio and establish training centers 
across the U.S. to reflect on this momentous occasion.

Gay Su Pinnell 
Professor emeritus and trainer emeritus 
The Ohio State University
As we celebrate 35 years of Reading Recovery in the U.S., 
it’s fitting to reflect on how Marie Clay’s words have 
influenced our work. Marie Clay was a precise user of 
words. She thought carefully and deeply about her choices 
of vocabulary. Her publications were crafted with an eye 
to clear communication with her readers. You notice this 
as you read her work, but as you enter Reading Recovery 
training, you become even more aware of Clay’s words 
and your own. Marie’s attention to language over the 
years brings one idea to clarity: language communicates 
thinking and, in turn, shapes thinking. 

Many of us over our years of study have found that  
Clay’s thoughtful consideration of language pushes us 
to deeper thinking and even new ideas. I’ll mention just 
a few examples. When we became involved in Reading 
Recovery, the word acceleration made an impact — not a 
new word but one being used in a new way to shape our 
expectations. We were always proud of the “progress” that 
our students made. But students who are lagging behind 
along the trajectory of literacy learning must do more 
than that. They must accelerate to reach the usual trajec-
tory; otherwise, the paths will be parallel rather than con-
verging and the gap will remain (or widen) as the years 
go on. That inspiring concept strikes to the heart of the 
purpose of what used to be called “remedial” education. 
Students must catch up and keep going; teachers make  
it happen. 

Let’s try another word: strategy (later spoken by Clay as 
strategic actions). That word was extensively used in litera-
cy education usually to refer to a set of teaching moves or 
a new study system. Clay moved our use of strategy to a 
consideration of the complexity of the human brain as the 
child becomes literate. She also wrote about how the com-

bination of a few items and a powerful strategy truly sup-
port a self-extending system. Becoming literate is building 
a complex system of strategic actions rather than acquiring 
pieces of knowledge, such as phonograms, one at a time. 
Yes, the young reader does accumulate these items but 
learning accelerates through using information to process 
continuous text. 

There is room for one more — conversation, an ordinary, 
day-to-day word. But in Clay’s work, it becomes a descrip-
tion of the powerful teaching interactions in which the 
teacher listens very carefully (and “notices”) the learner 
before responding in a way that will focus attention on 
the information he needs or an action to take. This way 
of working alongside the child provides succinct and pre-
cise guidance but keeps the control within the learner’s 
actions. It supports the strategic actions that build the sys-
tem. The young learner is active in problem solving, using 
all of the sources of information available to him, and pro-
cessing a text with proficiency and comprehension, every 
day. There are many more words that Clay has helped us 
use in a thoughtful way, revealing new insights into teach-
ing. That is one of her greatest gifts.

Carol A. Lyons 
Professor emeritus and trainer emeritus 
The Ohio State University
Congratulatory greetings to the Reading Recovery com-
munity of administrators, university trainers, teacher 
leaders, and teachers on our 35th anniversary in North 
America. This is a major and significant accomplish-
ment for all involved in the implementation of Reading 
Recovery because for the last 35 years, over 2.4 million  
children who were at highest risk of not learning to 
read in first grade have learned how to read. This feat 
could not have been achieved without 35 years of careful 
research and excellent teaching.

As a primary and special education teacher for 8 years 
before starting graduate school, I learned first-hand how 
difficult it is to teach struggling children how to read. 
It wasn’t until 1979, when I heard Marie Clay lecture at 
Ohio State, that I began to understand the complexities of 
learning in general and becoming literate. 

Reflections on 35 Years of Reading 
Recovery in North America
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Successfully teaching three children labeled “learning dis-
abled” and “language/developmentally delayed” during 
my Reading Recovery training year in 1985–1986 con-
vinced me that Reading Recovery works. Why? Because 
teachers have learned what the reading and writing pro-
cesses look like over time; how to carefully observe and 
respond to children’s developing growth and behaviors; 
how to develop rationales for their decisions; and why it 
is important to accelerate a child’s progress so that they 
can catch up and join in with their successful peers. Most 
importantly, daily interactions with struggling first-grade 
readers have helped teachers to better understand and 
address the emotional side of learning and the idiosyn-
cratic needs of struggling readers.

Finally, to Reading Recovery teachers everywhere … Your 
efforts are oftentimes not known, recognized, or appreci-
ated, but the children you reach and teach will be forever 
thankful. You have prevented them from experiencing a 
lifetime of frustration and reading failure. On behalf of all 
the struggling children who have had Reading Recovery 
and their parents and families, thank you for making such 
a big difference in their lives forever.

Diane DeFord 
Distinguished professor emeritus 
The University of South Carolina
From my first observation of a Reading Recovery lesson 
early in 1985, I was captured by the astonishing progress  
a young reader could make with the skillful tutelage of 
an accomplished teacher. I could see how the teacher’s 
keen observations, use of supportive language, and the les-
son framework that focused on both reading and writing 
was integral to the progress he had made. My professional 
journey through Reading Recovery, begun in the fall of 
1985, has been the highlight of my career. It has fed my 

intellectual growth, deepened my theoretical understand-
ings, impacted my teaching of children and adults, and 
influenced the research I’ve done. I believe the future of 
Reading Recovery is in the capable hands of its teachers, 
teacher leaders, university trainers, researchers, and school 
administrators who each contribute to the quality of each 
implementation and the results we’ve achieved. We all owe 
our success to the genius of Dr. Marie Clay who devel-
oped this highly effective educational innovation.

In celebration of the 35th anniversary of Reading 
Recovery in North America, I was asked to contribute 
to this special issue of The Journal of Reading Recovery. 
As I reread my most treasured materials, I was struck by 
three themes that continue to impress me: Innovation, 
Endurance, and Effectiveness.

Innovation is woven throughout Reading Recovery’s  
history: (a) from Marie’s initial research in 1966; (b) her 
assessment tools, originally published in 1972; (c) the 
research and development that led to Reading Recovery 
instructional procedures and professional education  
program; and (d) the body of research that has sustained 
Reading Recovery to this day. Endurance is seen in our 
consistency of service to schools and the growth we have 
achieved. Effectiveness is proven by the research that  
documents the quality of the results we achieve with  
children, teachers, and schools. 

With every Reading Recovery event I attend, every lesson 
I see, and every new article I read, I am awed that I was 
granted the opportunity to participate in and personally 
benefit from my involvement in Reading Recovery.  
This comprehensive approach to literacy instruction is 
advancing changes in each educational system we enter, 
and for each child we touch. For that, I am thankful.

Through the years … Diane DeFord, 
Gay Su Pinnell, and Carol Lyons
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Our reflections of the 35th anniversary of Reading 
Recovery® in the United States highlight stellar, unpar-
alleled accomplishments in the history of literacy educa-
tion in America. Imagine an innovation enjoying such 
endurance in our nation during times of ongoing ‘reading 
wars’ and quests for the ‘quick fix’ that will ensure that 
‘no child is left behind.’ Reading Recovery educators have 
forged a unique, different path and present a remarkable 
story — validated by data. Resultantly, we have advanced 
our nation’s commitment to supporting all learners in 
realizing their full potential, unbridled by equal access to 
high-quality educational opportunities, most essential of 
which is literacy. For children struggling to acquire begin-
ning literacy, Reading Recovery educators have provided 
the powerful instruction that ensures their access to this 
basic civil liberty.

While the distinction and contributions that mark 
Reading Recovery’s anniversary nationally are the primary 
foci of our current celebrations, Reading Recovery holds 
a prominent place on the international stage. Hence, our 
national story contributes to and extends an internation-
al story of development and success. There is a recipro-
cal relationship between international Reading Recovery 
implementations, and this is by design, one of Marie 
Clay’s goals.

The purpose of this discussion is to explore Marie Clay’s 
vision for the international presence of Reading Recovery, 
to detail Clay’s structures for international development 
and strength, and to highlight the collaborative role 
enjoyed by our U.S. Reading Recovery network. Our 
international story further enhances the celebrations of 
our remarkable, national accomplishments.

Initial International Connections
When pioneering educators at The Ohio State University 
invited Marie Clay to join them in Columbus to launch 
the inaugural Reading Recovery training class in the U.S., 
they were initiating international exchange, collabora-

tion, and exploration. At that time, Reading Recovery was 
well underway in New Zealand and was being introduced 
to educators in Australia. Clay’s reaction to these new 
ventures, beyond New Zealand, was cautious optimism. 
She was very aware of the differences in mores, policies, 
practices, and attitudes in each new, national entity, and 
she recognized that such differences presented challenges 
to be addressed as each new intervention was initiated. 
Questions included:

•  Would the training for teachers be adequate?

•  What implementation modifications would need to 
be made to accommodate for different contextual 
and educational factors?

•  Would it work?

Identifying our nation’s unique needs, Clay determined 
what modifications to her systemic innovation were 
acceptable and what procedures had to be maintained 
to ensure that the replication was grounded in the estab-
lished research. “Using a process of accommodation, she 
found adaptive ways to implement Reading Recovery 
without lessening the high standards that lead to optimal 
results for both teachers and children” (Doyle, 2009, pp. 
292–293). 

The answers to the initial questions of Reading Recovery’s 
effectiveness in the U.S. were resoundingly positive. Our 
Reading Recovery teachers profited from their training 
and achieved intervention goals. From the earliest years of 
implementation, annual evaluations of their student data 
confirmed the efficacy of Clay’s program design, includ-
ing teacher training and implementation strategies. Thus, 
exploration of the transfer of this early intervention from 
New Zealand to the U.S. confirmed remarkable success 
and promise for international exchange and collaboration 
guided by astute and informed planning. 

As the international presence of Reading Recovery grew 
to encompass additional English-speaking nations, Clay 
built on the models of success in New Zealand, Australia, 

U.S. Reading Recovery’s
International Presence 
Mary Anne Doyle, University of Connecticut
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and the U.S. to inform these ventures. Hence, Reading 
Recovery teachers in each nation deliver the same Reading 
Recovery intervention with appropriate modifications to 
accommodate for the respective national, academic, and 
cultural realities. Their success, confirmed by annual data 
evaluations, reveal Reading Recovery works! This revolu-
tionary intervention strategy, replicated across settings and 
countries by many teachers under different educational 
policies, creates new possibilities for children struggling to 
acquire initial literacy (Clay, 2001). 

In writing about factors that contributed to the interna-
tional success of Reading Recovery, Clay (2009b) asserted 
that “Reading Recovery professionals have learned how 
to hold fast to principles, practices, and rationales while 
at the same time allowing for variability in the education 
practices and beliefs and change over time in society”  
(p. 222). More generally, Clay (2001) suggested that 
design features key to the success of Reading Recovery in 
the U.S. and all other international contexts include

•  guidelines for program delivery.

•  a long period of training that prepares teachers to 
be decision makers.

•  lesson components that support perceptual/cogni-
tive processing.

•  a complex theory of literacy learning.

•  a theory of constructive individuals pushing the 
boundaries of their own knowledge, rather than 
group led through each step by a teacher.  
(pp. 299–301) 

Hence, accommodating for these features has involved all 
of us in

•  operating Reading Recovery implementations 
according to our standards and guidelines for 
Reading Recovery in the U.S. developed by trainers 
and updated on an ongoing basis; 

•  ensuring that all Reading Recovery training is high-
caliber, graduate-level coursework delivered over an 
academic year — followed by continuing profes-
sional development opportunities for all Reading 
Recovery professionals; 

•  applying Clay’s Reading Recovery instructional pro-
cedures, designed to reflect her literacy processing 
theory, with fidelity and consistency; and 

•  observing and honoring each learner’s unique 
strengths, scaffolding instruction to ensure the 
learner’s construction of new learning, and creating 
a unique path to success for each child in one-to-
one settings.

Clay observed that adherence to these key factors, direct-
ing both implementation and instruction, were essential  
to guard against ineffective, unproven practices that 
would jeopardize children’s chances of learning (Clay, 
2009b). This has remained true for our 35 years of 
Reading Recovery.

Clay’s problem solving of U.S. issues led to very specific 
structures and practices for us. Among these are the estab-
lishment of university training centers (UTCs) and the 
acquisition of a U.S. trademark for Reading Recovery. 
Our UTCs are directed by trainers and serve as the coor-
dinating unit for Reading Recovery training, implemen-
tation, monitoring, expansion, and research. This work 
involves both local and national concerns. Then and now, 
our university trainers offer the research capacity to con-
duct both the rigorous self-evaluations necessary to exam-
ine the effectiveness of the national implementation and 
ongoing investigations of complex issues that contribute to 
the development of new understandings. 

Trainers, faculty members at a UTC, are responsible for 
providing the advanced, university course work that indi-
viduals pursue to secure the qualifications and expertise to 
fulfill the role of teacher leader. They instruct trainees in 
research, practical knowledge, and leadership to prepare 
them to train teachers effectively and to engage with their 
administrators and the public in explaining and advocat-
ing for Reading Recovery. Trainers also play an important 
role in supporting the professional learning of teachers 
and monitoring the implementation at all levels “to pre-
vent massive change so that it no longer fulfils its prom-
ise” (Clay, 2009b, p. 239). As needed, this monitoring 
leads to problem solving with teacher leaders and adminis-
trators to ensure that the intervention will remain power-
ful and be sustained. 

The need to seek a U.S. trademark for Reading Recovery, 
which is held by The Ohio State University, became 
important to protect Reading Recovery from look-alike, 
substitute programs. The trademark is an assurance of 
quality and protection for our schools from any program 
deviations to Clay’s research-based Reading Recovery. In 
effect, Clay knew “how destructive unlimited variants and 
poor training could be to an intervention which had dem-
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onstrated that children who were hard to teach could  
succeed under a special set of conditions” (Clay, 2009b,  
p. 239). 

Our innovation now in its 35th year is an exemplar of  
successfully sustaining an intervention’s effectiveness and 
relevance by adhering to standards for implementation 
and instruction with fidelity. This unwavering commit-
ment to excellence and integrity by implementing Reading 
Recovery as designed is the practice that will ensure the 
ongoing, powerful impact of Reading Recovery in the 
U.S.

Organizing for International 
Collaboration
While working globally and supporting the successful 
expansion of Reading Recovery to three continents, Clay 
promoted international collaboration. She valued inter-
national communication and she realized the benefits 
accrued by sharing research, implementation challenges, 
and successful problem solving across borders. 

For example, when U.S. educators launched Reading 
Recovery in Ohio, the experiences of the New Zealand 
and Australian educators were beneficial prototypes. 
Then, the successful processes for initiating Reading 
Recovery in the U.S. became models for the initiation of 
Reading Recovery in the U.K. (Burroughs-Lange, 2009). 
With Clay’s guidance, the successful redevelopment of 
Reading Recovery in Spanish (Rodriquez, 2007) estab-
lished the processes followed by Reading Recovery pro-
fessionals engaged in redeveloping Reading Recovery in 
French (Canada), Danish, and currently Maltese (Malta).

For many years (1983–2001), Clay served as the liaison, 
ambassador, proponent, and problem solver of Reading 
Recovery internationally. At the same time, her vision 
was to create a leadership body and structures that would 
weave the separate, national Reading Recovery entities 
into an international collaborative charged with sustain-
ing Reading Recovery around the world. In this way, Clay 
transferred her global role(s) for Reading Recovery imple-
mentations to the international trainers in a well-planned 
way. This led to the establishment of the International 
Reading Recovery Trainers Organization (IRRTO) 
launched in 2001. Per Clay’s design, IRRTO “guides, sup-
ports and monitors every participating Reading Recovery 
intervention in each language in which it is available (at 
present, in English, Danish, French, and Spanish)” (Clay, 
2016, p. 4). 

IRRTO members are the trainers affiliated with all trade-
mark Reading Recovery implementations across the globe. 
This organization’s leadership is vested in an elected exec-
utive board of five trainers giving equal representation to 
five countries. Currently, members of the board include 
Prudence Smith (Australia), Allyson Matczuk (Canada), 
Christine Boocock (New Zealand), Susan Bodman (the 
United Kingdom/Europe), and Elizabeth Kaye (the 
United States). They are supported by Executive Chair 
Mary Anne Doyle.

With Marie Clay’s guidance, IRRTO developed struc-
tures and procedures to assure that Reading Recovery pro-
fessionals sustain implementations of Reading Recovery 
internationally, address ongoing change and develop-
ment, and ensure that Reading Recovery’s future remains 
dynamic (Doyle, 2009). The specific functions of the 
executive board as detailed by Clay (2016) are:

•  To conduct ongoing monitoring of Reading Recovery 
by requesting annual reports of national data collection 
from each of the five national trademark holders.

•  To respond to challenges to the implementation of 
Reading Recovery at the international level and to spe-
cific national issues if these have international ramifica-
tions according to IRRTO’s set of standards. 

•  To support ongoing research in order to provide direc-
tion for change and growth in Reading Recovery 
through international collaboration and investigation.

•  To consider ramifications for IRRTO member countries 
of a significant body of research findings.

•  To consider recommendations for changes in policy, 
implementation, and/or practices of Reading Recovery 
on the basis of international collaboration and research.

•  To oversee international developments including the 
introduction of Reading Recovery in a new country 
and/or re-development of Reading Recovery in another 
language. (p. 4)

IRRTO is designed to serve all professionals engaged in 
Reading Recovery. Therefore, each professional engaged 
in the U.S. trademark program has a direct connection 
to the benefits and services of IRRTO through their 
local teacher leader and UTC. The international trainers, 
IRRTO members, meet approximately every 18 months; 
they present an international institute for all Reading 
Recovery professionals and their colleagues every 3 years. 
Each international institute has been very successful, and 
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participants have reported valuing the unique opportu-
nities to meet and engage with international colleagues 
in Reading Recovery. The U.S. trainers have hosted 
this institute in Maui (1992), Palm Springs (1995), and 
Baltimore (2007). The 2022 institute will also be held in 
the U.S. 

Sharing International Discoveries 
As Clay envisioned, the opportunities for internation-
al collaboration have promoted shared problem solving 
and beneficial discoveries resulting from the exploration 
of common challenges. In the earliest years of Reading 
Recovery’s expansion, Marie Clay monitored international 
developments and ensured communication of new learn-
ing across the global network. Several examples of dis-
coveries of importance to all Reading Recovery educators 
relate to instructional and implementation practices (Clay, 
2009b) and include the following:

•  Discovery of the consistency in the amount of time 
needed for a child’s series of lessons, culminating 
in the learner’s independent, proficient literacy pro-
cessing, to average from 12 to 20 weeks.

•  Discovery that children’s learning did not show any 
differences across countries, except for those associ-
ated with age or created by different classroom pro-
grams and learning opportunities.

•  Discovery that discontinuing rates depend on a 
number of factors, including whether daily lessons 
are delivered in addition to the length of the school 
year.

•  Discovery of the challenges in training teachers 
due to their hidden assumptions about literacy and 
learning that indicate important foci of training.

•  Discovery of the potential cost effectiveness for 
the education systems as approximately two thirds 
of those receiving the intervention are returned to 
average levels of performance in all the countries 
offering Reading Recovery.

These discoveries, based on observations documented 
repeatedly in settings across the globe, were beneficial in 
“providing a guideline within which to shape our expec-
tancies and policies” (Clay, 2009b, p. 233) and in con-
firming the soundness of decisions related to many imple-
mentation factors. The related guidelines have remained 
key to both established and new Reading Recovery imple-
mentations in all instances. 

The discoveries that have had the most relevance for us 
all are those verified by the formal studies conducted by 
Marie Clay and by an international body of researchers 
who have studied key questions for over 35 years. Marie 
Clay has shared that the earliest studies of the Reading 
Recovery intervention addressed her question: “What is 
possible when we change the design and delivery of tra-
ditional education for children that teachers find hard to 
teach?” (Clay, 2009a, p. 98). Conducting both develop-
mental studies examining instructional and training pro-
cedures and field studies verifying exciting outcomes with 
children, Clay established the evidence-based foundation 
upon which all subsequent implementations around the 

world have been built. Resultantly, we are confident that 
Reading Recovery is an optimal early intervention in liter-
acy education. The theoretical base for Reading Recovery 
is robust and is supportive of our understandings of how 
children learn, how teachers can teach, and how a delivery 
system can be designed and launched in a wide array of 
settings (Doyle, 2009).

Most importantly, Marie Clay engaged in and inspired 
continuous attention to new questions and new issues. 
Her challenges to the international network of trainers 
include investigations that not only guide implementation 
and redesign processes, but also extend theoretical under-
standings of literacy processing and children’s literacy 
learning changing over time. These are global terms for 
Marie Clay’s unending curiosity as a developmental psy-
chologist focused on the construction of new knowledge 
regarding children’s development and the contributions of 
this research to inform and improve instruction. 

Marie Clay engaged in and inspired 
continuous attention to new ques-
tions and new issues. Her challenges 
to the international network of 
trainers include investigations that 
not only guide implementation and 
redesign processes, but also extend 
theoretical understandings of literacy 
processing and children’s literacy 
learning changing over time. 
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Since the early years of our implementation, Reading 
Recovery investigations have been conducted by our 
national Reading Recovery trainers as well as a number 
of interested researchers unaffiliated with our network. 
Likewise, important and informative research of Reading 
Recovery has been conducted by colleagues in internation-
al settings. The result is a research base of the practices 
and outcomes of Reading Recovery that has “been used 
to continuously develop and refine Reading Recovery 
professional practice, optimizing the outcomes of local 
implementations everywhere” (Schwartz, 2009, p. 162). 
Schwartz summarizes this body of research as follows: 

•  Carefully controlled experimental studies that show 
the efficacy of Reading Recovery in lifting students’ 
literacy achievement in schools. 

•  Evaluation studies conducted annually by each 
national authority that show replication of results 
across thousands of education settings. 

•  Evaluation research documenting the sustained 
effects of Reading Recovery instruction and the 
reduction of achievement gaps among subgroups of 
learners.

•  Meta-analyses and large-scale independent assess-
ments of the body of research arising from Reading 
Recovery confirming its positive effects.

A newer avenue of international research and development 
was introduced with Clay’s (2005a, 2005b) publication of 
Literacy Lessons Designed for Individuals, Parts 1 and 2. For 
the first time, Marie Clay confirmed the appropriateness 
of applications of Reading Recovery instructional proce-
dures with two new sets of learners struggling with early 
literacy acquisition. These groups include special educa-
tion students and English language learners, including 
students beyond Grade 1, up to age 9. The international 
Reading Recovery trainers were charged with establish-
ing the standards and strategies for this Literacy Lessons™ 

intervention for their respective countries. 

Clay (2016) detailed required parameters for new stan-
dards for Literacy Lessons including the requirement for 
an appropriate trademark in each participating nation. To 
date, the U.S. trainers have developed, explored, and mon-
itored Literacy Lessons training for teachers and instruc-
tion for students making it possible for sites across the 
country to engage in this venture. They are also examin-
ing annual data collected on all participating students to 
explore the effects of the implementation. Our exciting 

work is available to inform our international colleagues  
as other Reading Recovery sites in other nations launch 
new implementations of Literacy Lessons. The problem 
solving shared by our international network will enhance 
implementation efforts and extend understandings of 
Literacy Lessons. 

In summary, international exchanges provide beneficial 
opportunities for shared explorations, learning, and iden-
tification of new issues and research directions. Ongoing 
research, conducted internationally by trainers and others, 
must continue to inform and direct new developments.

Future Directions
Our national Reading Recovery, 35-year celebration is 
enhanced by the story of our international presence. The 
reciprocal nature of our collaboration and exploration 
with the global network of Reading Recovery profes-
sionals has enriched our work and offers promise for the 
future. 

My response to questions about the future of Reading 
Recovery has always been that our future is secure because 
I trust Marie Clay’s processes — the carefully designed 
system, the strong research base, the ongoing monitoring  
of annual data, the evidence-based decision making, and 
the commitment to professional learning. Clay (2001) 
attributed our international success to the central tenets  
of Reading Recovery: tentativeness, flexibility, and prob-
lem solving. These qualities are found in how national 
leaders have negotiated solutions to all implementation 
challenges as well as how teachers have designed series of 
lessons for individual learners. The continued success  
of Reading Recovery/Literacy Lessons rests on our strong 
foundation created with Marie Clay and supported 
over 35 years with unwavering commitment to Reading 
Recovery’s theoretical base and research evidence. 

The story of Reading Recovery, derived from our national 
and international efforts, details an unparalleled dem-
onstration of a successful educational innovation on an 
international scale. In varying contexts found in the range 
of countries served, with diverse populations of students, 
Reading Recovery educators have successfully reduced 
early literacy learning difficulties. Likewise, for those stu-
dents served by a redevelopment of Reading Recovery 
in Spanish, French, or Danish, the results are equally 
strong. We are therefore afforded a global view of Reading 
Recovery that both enhances shared understandings and 
informs ongoing inquiry. 
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The International Reading Recovery Trainers Organi-
zation formalizes our international network and provides 
leadership and guidance by collaborating across national  
entities, responding to issues, supporting growth and 
development, and exploring new research directions. 
Ongoing research efforts are needed to continue the quest 
for understanding multiple theoretical and implementa-
tion issues and to maintain our relevance. An exciting ini-
tiative launched by our U.S. Reading Recovery educators 
involves applying the investigative processes of improve-
ment science (Bryk, 2015) to explore a range of implemen-
tation issues. U.S. and Canadian colleagues are engaged 
in this work; their efforts and their findings will be an 
important contribution to Reading Recovery internation-
ally and continue the reciprocal relationship and sharing 
that Marie Clay envisioned. 

In summary, the inquiries conducted by researchers 
within and beyond our Reading Recovery network will 
combine to form a vast resource of understandings and 
insights key to the dynamic future of Reading Recovery 
and Literacy Lessons. This quest and future discoveries 
will sustain Marie Clay’s rich legacy and refine under-
standings that enlighten the world as to: What is possible? 
May the celebrations continue! 
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The Ohio State University — 1984
Trainers: Jamie Lipp, Lisa Pinkerton, Jim Schnug

Reading Recovery® was introduced in the United States 
through The Ohio State University (OSU) by two profes-
sors—Gay Su Pinnell and Charlotte Huck—who traveled 
to New Zealand to meet Marie Clay and learn more about 
the intervention. That same year, Marie Clay and Barbara 
Watson came to Ohio to train Dr. Pinnell as the first uni-
versity trainer, three teacher leaders, and 13 teachers from 
Columbus City Schools. The rapid expansion of Reading 
Recovery across the U.S. was led by Dr. Pinnell, along 
with Drs. Carol Lyons and Diane DeFord. Marie Clay 
requested that OSU hold the trademarks for both Reading 
Recovery and Literacy Lessons™ in the United States. 
OSU is one of two university training sites training uni-
versity trainers. In 2010, OSU was awarded a $54 million 
grant to scale up Reading Recovery across the U.S. The 
grant required matching funds of $9 million for a total of 
$63 million. OSU has trained 58 teacher leaders who have 
trained 3,270 teachers who worked with 206,600 Reading 
Recovery students.

Ongoing collaboration with school districts and OSU 
faculty led to the development of a project to train build-
ing-level coaches to support primary teachers which was 
initially called Early Literacy Learning Initiative. Later, 
capacity to train coaches for upper grades and middle 
school was added and the name changed to Literacy 
Collaborative. Another significant project emerging from 
OSU’s work with Reading Recovery was the design of 
KEEP BOOKS, inexpensive yet interesting little books 
designed for young readers using natural language.

National Louis University — 1988
Trainers: Mary Ann Poparad, JaNiece Elzy

Through initial teacher leader preparation and continu-
ing professional networking, the National Louis Reading 
Recovery Center for Literacy has supported early literacy 

teaching and learning networks that have reached near-
ly 100,000 first-grade children over the last 30 years. In 
recent years, through a collaboration with other UTCs 
and under the Partnerships in Comprehensive Literacy 
Model, the center developed a regional literacy lead-
ership network; created K–12 literacy coach training 
courses; and designed a system for providing technical 
assistance around school improvement processes, curricu-
lum development, and instructional intervention services 
that included Reading Recovery. Through the National 
Louis University-Tampa campus, the UTC established a 
Reading Recovery leadership network of 10 teacher lead-
ers and site coordinators representing five major Florida 
school districts. Currently, the UTC supports 38 teacher 
leaders for Reading Recovery, Descubriendo la Lectura 
and Literacy Lessons in 120 school districts and four 
states (Florida, Illinois, Minnesota, Wisconsin). 

Clemson University — 1989
Trainer: C.C. Bates

Throughout its almost 30-year history, the Clemson 
University Reading Recovery and Early Literacy Training 
Center (CUTC) has remained committed to work-
ing with teacher leaders and teachers to support literacy 
teaching and learning. As a result, close to 100,000 chil-
dren have been served by Reading Recovery profession-
als in South Carolina. The CUTC’s geographic location 
has always presented some challenges. Positioned in the 
northwest corner of the state, it is not centrally located. To 
this end, the CUTC has examined ways in which it can 
provide virtual professional learning for teachers regard-
less of their proximity to Clemson University. In recent 
years, the CUTC has explored various technologies for 
virtual coaching. While virtual coaching has not replaced 
face-to-face coaching, it has proved to be an alternative 
and cost-effective way to provide job-embedded support 
for teachers and students. Additionally, the center has 
built an extensive virtual professional learning library that 

Training Centers Help Ensure 
Fidelity and Sustainability 
Current U.S. trainers share brief comments on the history and significant contributions made by their  
university training centers, presented in chronological order by the year established, and followed by the 
Canadian network of regional training centers.
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hosts a number of in-depth modules for K–2 and Reading 
Recovery teachers. These asynchronous resources allow 
teachers the opportunity to reflect and return to them as 
needed, accommodating their busy schedules and provid-
ing access to professional learning 24/7. The CUTC con-
tinues to operate in partnership with Clemson University, 
the South Carolina Reading Recovery Advisory Council, 
and the South Carolina Department of Education. This 
unique and longstanding partnership continues to support 
the implementation of Reading Recovery in the state. 

Texas Woman’s University — 1989
Trainers: Connie Briggs, Elizabeth Kaye, Annette Torres 
Elias, Nancy Anderson

Texas Woman’s University (TWU) began offering credit 
for Reading Recovery teacher classes in 1989–1990 and 
hosted its first class of teacher leaders in 1990–1991. 
TWU is one of two UTCs to train university trainers, 
and it is the only UTC to train Descubriendo la Lectura 
(DLL) trainers and teacher leaders. Across the last 30 
years, TWU has trained more than 20 trainers (includ-
ing 6 for DLL), more than 220 teacher leaders, and well 
over 35,000 Reading Recovery teachers. TWU supports 
and values the relationships with their school district part-
ners. The network’s robust implementations of Reading 
Recovery, DLL, and Literacy Lessons reach across the 
country, presently serving students in Texas, Louisiana, 
Oklahoma, Washington, Colorado, and New Jersey. 

TWU’s trainers are actively engaged in research, includ-
ing studies related to Reading Recovery/Descubriendo la 
Lectura effectiveness, critical topics in early literacy teach-
ing, effectiveness of blended learning environments for 
Reading Recovery training, dyslexia, and longitudinal 
studies of students’ subsequent literacy progress. Trainers 
have worked to strengthen and sustain Reading Recovery 
by taking active leadership positions in the North 
American Trainers Group, the Reading Recovery Council 
of North America, the International Reading Recovery 
Trainers Organization, and the Reading Recovery 
Improvement Science Hub. 

Children’s continued literacy success fuels the work of the 
TWU Reading Recovery Center, and TWU is grateful for 
the opportunity to work in partnership with thousands of 
dedicated educators to ensure all young children learn to 
read and write. 

Lesley University — 1990
Trainer: Irene Fountas

Since its inception 30 years ago, the Lesley University 
Center for Reading Recovery has become partners with 
hundreds of schools to assure access and equity in literacy 
for every child. The center was built on the early work of 
Don Holdaway, scholar in residence at Lesley and close 
colleague of Marie Clay. He created a partnership with 
Lesley and the Cambridge Public Schools to develop early 
childhood lab classrooms so teachers could observe chil-
dren learning to read by reading joyful books in whole-
group and small-group contexts. His strong encourage-
ment to bring Reading Recovery to the schools fueled 
the decision for Lesley to become a UTC for Reading 
Recovery in 1990. 

The underlying theoretical principles of Reading Recovery 
and its significant impact precipitated attention to the 
potential of partnerships in changing the trajectory of 
progress for the lowest-achieving students and improv-
ing the literacy outcomes of all the students in the sys-
tem. With colleagues from The Ohio State University, the 
center focused on research-based practices in elementary 
classrooms and piloted a small-group intervention to work 
alongside Reading Recovery in other elementary grades. 
This led to broader research and the development of com-
prehensive literacy approaches to literacy improvement. 
The Teacher Quality Study, led by Tony Bryk with The 
Ohio State University and Lesley University as partners, 
shed new light on the role of coaches in supporting effec-
tive instructional practices that lead to improved student 
outcomes. 

With a continued focus on equity and access for every 
child in the system, the center team has engaged in pro-
viding professional learning for administrators, coaches, 
teacher leaders, specialists, and classroom teachers and 
engaging them in cycles of inquiry to take small steps in 
the journey of improvement. Realizing the critical role of 
collective efficacy and the need to build professional and 
social capacity, the UTC will continue to advocate for 
Reading Recovery as an essential element of a plan that 
addresses the success of every child. 
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Georgia State University — 1991
Trainers: Sue Duncan, Cliff Johnson, Katie Kurumada, 
K. Journey Swafford

Since 1991, Georgia State University (GSU) has been a 
regional Reading Recovery university training center. In 
that time, 81 Reading Recovery teacher leaders and 300 
Reading Recovery teachers have been trained and have 
served more than 75,000 students. Currently, the UTC 
supports Reading Recovery implementations in Georgia, 
Virginia, North Carolina, Tennessee, and Anguilla. 

In addition, the UTC supports the improvement of class-
room (Successful Start, Literacy Coaching), small group 
(Comprehensive Intervention Model), and other one-to-
one (Literacy Lessons, Literacy Processing Specialists, 
HEROES) initiatives. GSU trainers have provided count-
less professional development opportunities for inservice 
teachers around the region and the Uyavula Reading and 
Writing Project in Cape Town, South Africa.

Oakland University — 1991
Trainer: Mary Lose 
With 13 Reading Recovery sites, 3 of which were estab-
lished in the last 3 years and 1 additional new site forth-
coming, the Oakland University (OU) Reading Recovery 
Center of Michigan has been a leader in early literacy 
intervention services for Michigan for almost 30 years. 
Since its establishment in 1991, the OU center has trained 
over 1,500 teachers of Reading Recovery and, since 2006, 
a combination of 174 Literacy Lessons and Literacy 
Support teachers. Grounded in Marie Clay’s literacy pro-
cessing theory, these educators have positively impacted 
literacy teaching and learning statewide and have reached 
over 115,000 young learners in daily one-to-one literacy 
lessons. 

Noteworthy among the UTC’s recent accomplishments 
are Reading Recovery’s successful review by the Michigan 
Department of Education and its inclusion on the state’s 
list of research-based effective literacy instruction profes-
sional learning programs, thus providing schools and dis-
tricts with a choice of continuing development opportuni-
ties that adequately enhances teacher quality and advances 
their capacity to implement research-based literacy 
instruction. Equally impressive are the scholarly publica-
tions of OU’s Reading Recovery faculty on topics of liter-
acy research and policy that have appeared in the nation’s 
leading professional journals including The Elementary 
School Journal, Journal for the Education of Students 

Placed at Risk, Reading Research Quarterly, The Journal of 
Educational Psychology, The Journal of Reading Recovery, 
and The Reading Teacher. The UTC looks forward to 
another 35 years of success supporting teacher and teacher 
leader development on behalf of young children and their 
literate futures.

University of Maine — 1992
Trainers: Mary Rosser, Lori Taylor

A comprehensive model for continuous school improve-
ment includes powerful classroom instruction along with 
a broad range of literacy interventions, providing mul-
tiple layers of differentiated instruction for learners PreK 
to Grade 12. Since its inception in 1992, the University 
of Maine Reading Recovery Training Center has expand-
ed to include Maine Partnerships in Comprehensive 
Literacy, a model for school improvement targeting class-
room instruction, as well as a Comprehensive Intervention 
Model for Grades K-12. Currently, the Maine UTC serves 
children and teachers in school districts in 15 of Maine’s 
16 counties, through 9 Reading Recovery sites. 

Teacher leaders in Maine provide initial training and 
ongoing professional development in a variety of lit-
eracy interventions that include and reinforce Reading 
Recovery, in order to support schools in meeting the needs 
of all students, across the grade spans. The portfolio of lit-
eracy intervention trainings includes Literacy Lessons for 
special educators and ELL teachers, small-group interven-
tions for Grades PreK–5 that include a dyslexia interven-
tion within a literacy processing framework, and literacy 
intervention designs for Grades 6 –12. Additionally, teach-
er leaders provide training for classroom teachers in lit-
eracy processing, to support students in general education 
settings. The Maine team has designed specific variations 
of literacy processing including Building Foundations for 
Literacy: Literacy Processing in PreK and K and Literacy 
Processing in Middle and High School Settings, where the 
theory and practice is applied to various age group needs 
to support learners in developing effective reading and 
writing processes. 

Saint Mary’s College — 1993
Trainers: Adria Klein, Deb Rich, Salli Forbes

Saint Mary’s College Reading Recovery University 
Training Center has a long history of service with focus 
on early literacy programs. The only university train-
ing center in continuous operation since the beginning 
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of the program in California in 1993, teacher leaders and 
teachers from over 20 states have received training at 
Saint Mary’s College. At this time, training is offered in 
Reading Recovery, DLL, and Literacy Lessons; and 55 
active teacher leaders support 41 sites located in 12 states 
affiliated with the UTC. Four new teacher leaders are 
in training, plus one reactivating teacher leader — all of 
whom are opening new district sites in the next year. The 
UTC has two full-time trainers, one quarter-time trainer, 
and two affiliated trainer emerita. 

During the 2018–2019 academic year, 5,141 children 
received literacy instruction from Saint Mary’s affiliated 
teachers and teacher leaders. Supporting learners who 
bring a diversity of experiences is celebrated as a strength 
of the center. Children attend school districts that range 
in size from rural districts of less than 100 students to 
large urban centers of nearly 1.5 million students. In addi-
tion to children who receive lessons in Spanish through 
DLL, 25 additional languages are spoken in the homes 
of children. The Saint Mary’s College Reading Recovery 
Center has had teacher leader training classes in 26 of the 
27 years.

Shippensburg University of Pennsylvania — 1993
Trainer: Janet Bufalino

In 1993, Dr. Janet Bufalino entered trainer training at 
OSU. Funded by a state grant, her training was delivered 
by five extraordinary literacy educators:  Gay Su Pinnell, 
Diane DeFord, Carol Lyons, Mary Fried, and Rosemary 
Estice.  

Bufalino began her role as trainer at the Shippensburg 
University of Pennsylvania University Training Center 
in 1994. During her tenure, she has trained 78 teacher 
leaders who in turn trained approximately 4,253 teachers 
in the states of Maryland, Virginia, West Virginia, and 
Pennsylvania. The literacy department faculty members 
have continually showed support for Reading Recovery. In 
fact, another literacy faculty member, Dr. Cheryl Slattery, 
is a trained Reading Recovery teacher.

One memorable event occurred in 2008 when 
Pennsylvania Secretary of Education Dr. Zahorchek, a 
proponent of Reading Recovery, earmarked $5.7 million 
to train Reading Recovery teacher leaders and teachers.  
During the 3 years of the grant, 42 teacher leaders and 
151 teachers from across Pennsylvania were trained.

The University of South Dakota — 1996
Trainer: Garreth Zalud

The Reading Recovery Training Center at the University 
of South Dakota began training Reading Recovery teach-
ers and teacher leaders in 1997. The UTC is staffed by 
one person, Dr. Garreth Zalud, who has been the cen-
ter’s director since it started. Dr. Zalud has prepared 
Reading Recovery professionals who have worked in 
schools in South Dakota, Iowa, Nebraska, North Dakota, 
Minnesota, Montana, and Wyoming. Since its start, more 
than 79,000 children have benefited from the lessons pro-
vided by the teachers and teacher leaders who have affili-
ated with the UTC. Work has contributed to the research 
knowledge base regarding the effectiveness of Reading 
Recovery with indigenous children. Additionally, the 
center has provided numerous professional development 
opportunities to Reading Recovery stakeholders in the 
region throughout the years. 

Emporia State University — 1998
Trainer: Annie Opat 

Transforming teaching to lead emergent literacy learn-
ers in successful literacy processing is the ongoing mis-
sion at Emporia State University. Since 1998, Emporia 
State has supported over 23,000 children striving to 
learn reading and writing. Training teacher leaders, 
Reading Recovery, and Literacy Lessons profession-
als through intense graduate courses provides essen-
tial observation and theoretical study to help students 
achieve accelerated learning. Additionally, ongoing pro-
fessional development and feedback during Reading 
Recovery teacher visits promote decisive, contingent 
teaching, thus increasing success and sustained progress. 
Districts utilizing Reading Recovery and Literacy Lessons 
provide the best intervention for their lowest-achieving 
literacy learners with approximately 78% achieving aver-
age or higher reading performance. Potential reduction 
of referrals and placements in special education is also 
observed, with 97% of Reading Recovery students not 
referred for special education. 

Reading Recovery serves as part of a comprehensive 
approach for the lowest-achieving children and is supple-
mental to good classroom instruction. Literacy Lessons for 
special populations of students beyond first grade, specifi-
cally special education and English language learners, are 
interventions that Emporia State University is proud to 
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support, lead, and expand. Sustained success of the best 
early intervention available — a toast to 35 years of help-
ing children achieve! 

The University of Kentucky — 2001
Trainers: Judy Embry, Lindy Harmon 

In 2000–2001, Dr. Judy Embry, under the direction of 
Dean Shirley Raines, College of Education, completed 
her trainer coursework at Texas Woman’s University and 
returned to establish a Reading Recovery university train-
ing center within the Collaborative Center for Literacy 
Development (CCLD) at the University of Kentucky. 
Governor and First Lady Fletcher and key legislators 
observed Reading Recovery lessons and small-group 
instruction in Frankfort. The Read to Achieve Act of 
2005 provided additional funding to statewide literacy 
grants adding hundreds of intervention teachers to assist 
struggling readers throughout the Commonwealth. From 
2008–2015—with bipartisan support from Governor 
and First Lady Beshear and Senators Dan Kelly, Jack 
Westwood, Robert Stivers, and others—the UTC con-
tinued to champion literacy efforts for the children 
of Kentucky through Read to Achieve and Reading 
Recovery. 

Under the leadership of Dr. George Hruby, executive 
director of CCLD, the center received an i3 Grant to train 
245 teachers and 5 teacher leaders in 223 schools and 
118 districts. In 2011–2012, Dr. Lindy Harmon, under 
the direction of Dean Mary John O’Hair, College of 
Education, completed her trainer coursework at The Ohio 
State University. 

The UTC continues to expand research with Literacy 
Lessons for teachers of special education/English language 
learners, Carnegie improvement science, technology to 
enhance professional learning, and increasing collabora-
tion with classroom teachers. Across the past 19 years, 
the center has supported the implementation, professional 
learning, and student services for 45 teacher leaders, 1,286 
teachers within 483 schools in 132 districts and 253,716 
students.

Regional Training Centres 
in Canada
First introduced in 
Ontario and Nova 
Scotia in 1988, Reading 
Recovery expanded across 
Canada and is now imple-
mented in 6 provinces and in the Yukon Territory. In 
2017, Canada also introduced Reading Recovery to the 
Cayman Islands in the Caribbean.

During the past year, 1,200 teachers and 61 teacher 
leaders served students in 1,064 schools and more than 
60 school districts. Since the introduction of Reading 
Recovery in Canada, more than 200,000 students have 
benefited.

The Canadian Institute of Reading Recovery (CIRR) is 
a charitable organization that works collaboratively with 
wide-ranging and diverse educational communities and 
holds the royalty-free license for Reading Recovery in 
Canada. The CIRR was created in 1992 and formally 
opened in 1993 at the University of Toronto through a 
partnership with Scarborough Board of Education and 
the university faculty. Prior to this time, Canadian teacher 
leaders trained at the National Reading Recovery Centre 
in New Zealand or at The Ohio State University in the 
United States.

Donna Jean Forster Gill is the executive director and 
Sheila Barnes the current president of CIRR, which 
is comprised of four regions currently served by these 
Reading Recovery trainers: 

1.  Central Region, established 1992 in Ontario 
Trainer: Janice Van Dyke

2.  Western Region, established 1995 in Manitoba 
Trainers: Allyson Matczuk and Jennifer Flight 
(also Caribbean implementation)

3.  Atlantic Region, established 2000 in Nova Scotia 
Trainers: Yvette Heffernan, Lisa Harvey, and 
Gretchen Gerhardt 

4.  Mountain Pacific Region, established 2009 in 
British Columbia 
Trainer: Christine Fraser

As Canada is a nation of two official languages—English 
and French—two bilingual trainers support the imple-
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mentation of Intervention préventive en lecture-écriture 
(IPLÉ)—Reading Recovery in French—for Francophone 
and French Immersion students across the country.

Among the memorable achievements:

•  Nova Scotia began offering Reading Recovery in 1998. 
With a change in government it was dropped in 2011, 
but with another change in government was reintro-
duced in 2015. Since then, Nova Scotia has committed 
to ensuring equitable access to Reading Recovery and 
IPLÉ through the training of two additional trainers 
and six additional teacher leaders in 2019. Every school 
in Nova Scotia now has access to Reading Recovery.

•  In the autumn of 2014, the first Reading Recovery 
Training Centre to serve a First Nations community  
opened. Staffed by a First Nations teacher leader, 
the centre provides support to Grade 1 students in 
Manitoba’s First Nations Schools, as well as professional 
development to teachers from Peguis and other nearby 
Manitoba communities. A second centre was added  
in 2017.

•  In 2015–16, the CIRR and the Canadian trainer team 
were able to implement an alternative trainer training 
plan and train two new trainers in Canada. The team 
was again able to do this in 2018–19 and 2019–20. This 
approach to training new trainers has been invaluable in 
adding to the strength of Reading Recovery and IPLÉ.

RRCNA promo

Explore Marie 
Clay’s guidance  
in a NEW video 
learning 
session!

Building Independence in Writing 
is the second session in the Deepening Reading  
Recovery Expertise online series from RRCNA

This new session focuses on messages about 
writing from Marie Clay and follows the “Building 
Independence in Reading” session. Both draw 
from the second edition of Literacy Lessons for 
Individuals for guidance.

Read, view video clips, discuss with colleagues, 
and strengthen your understandings in both  
training classes and ongoing professional  
development sessions.

Book not 
included

FREE 
to RRCNA 
Members 

in the 
e-Learning 

Center
Until July 1
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The Fourth Decade in North America — 2015–Present
As Reading Recovery® enters the fourth decade of providing high-quality professional development for teachers and expert, responsive teaching for 
children, Marie Clay’s publications continue to guide research and practice. New areas of study and service include Literacy Lessons™ training for special 
education teachers, teachers of English learners, and others who work with special populations; investigation of technology for distance learning in 
training and supervision of Reading Recovery teachers; and an expanded leadership role for Reading Recovery trained teachers in professional learning 
communities and school comprehensive literacy efforts.

With the passage of the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) in December 2015, even greater emphasis is placed on evidence-based instruction. The 
legislation reduces the role of the federal government, giving states greater flexibility and control over education policy as they transition to full imple-
mentation by 2017. Reading Recovery ranks among the highest of all elementary reading interventions and programs meeting Strong Evidence of 
Effectiveness Standards under ESSA.

In March 2016, the Consortium for Policy Research in Education (CPRE) releases Reading Recovery: An Evaluation of the Four-Year i3 Scale-Up. Findings 
from “one of the most ambitious and well-documented expansions of an instructional program in U.S. history” show the $55 million Investing in 
Innovation (i3) scale-up of Reading Recovery was “highly successful.” A total of 3,747 teachers were trained, serving 61,992 students in one-to-one 
lessons. In addition, these Reading Recovery-trained professionals taught 325,458 students in classroom or small-group instruction. The randomized 
control trial study of immediate impacts in the scale-up schools—among the largest such studies ever conducted—revealed medium to large impacts 
across all outcome measures and a 131 percent higher growth rate over the national average rate for first-grade students. 

In Canada. Canadian implementations continue to grow during this decade — even beyond its geographic borders. New teacher leaders train to 
expand Reading Recovery in Nova Scotia and a new Teacher Leader Training Centre opens in Vancouver to support the Mountain Pacific Region. Two 
trainers are trained within Canada for the first time through a collaborative plan with trainer training centers in the U.S., Texas Woman’s University 
and The Ohio State University.  This training plan is replicated in 2018–2019 to train two trainers for the Atlantic Region and in 2019-2020 to train one 
trainer for the Central Region, Ontario. Vintage sites celebrate milestone anniversaries, and the Caribbean Region is established in the Cayman Islands, 
offering Reading Recovery to all elementary schools in the country.

North American Trainers Group. Reading Recovery leadership is focusing on the future as the second half of this decade unfolds. In 2018, NATG 
engages Anthony Bryk and the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching to explore principles and practices of improvement science as a 
way of operating within the Reading Recovery network.  Trainers, RRCNA Board members, representative teacher leaders, teachers, site coordinators, 
school administrators, university deans, and researchers (IDEC and other) launch this work with Bryk at the Foundation in Palo Alto, California.  NATG 
and RRCNA leaders consider improvement science as a way of identifying and addressing challenges within the network in a systematic and productive 
way. Trainers continue their professional development with the leaders of the improvement science effort, the Hub, and the improvement science con-
sultant to create research efforts aimed at ensuring a promising future for Reading Recovery in North America.   

Recognition of Reading Recovery’s proven positive effects on student outcomes continues with new and updated reports from the What Works 
Clearinghouse, National Center on Intensive Intervention, National Center for the Education Evaluation and Regional Assistance for the Institute of 
Education Sciences, and others in the U.S. and Canada.

Yet despite the stellar findings, Reading Recovery continues to face past criticisms of the ‘Reading Wars’ and the latest “science of reading” arguments 
that extend even beyond the intervention — attacking many proven and well-respected reading programs. The Reading Recovery network continues 
to respond with data, facts, and the millions of Reading Recovery success stories of the past 35 years in North America.

Highlights and milestones from the past 5 years of Reading Recovery in the United States and Canada

35 OF EXCELLENCE
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2015 – A teacher and 
teacher leader use 
technology to stay in 
close communication. 
Exploration of the issues 
and potential uses of 
technology in Reading 
Recovery training, pro-
fessional development, 
school visits, and ongoing communication is underway. 

2015 – In Canada, 12 new 
teacher leaders are being 
trained for the 2014-15 
year; 6 of them in the 
Atlantic Division to expand 
Reading Recovery in Nova 
Scotia. Here, Canadian 
trainers Janice Van Dyke, 
Allison Matczuk, and Yvette 
Heffernan meet with 
Jeremy Burman, keynote 
speaker at the 2014 CIRR 

Conference. In addition, two trainers are trained in Canada for the first time.

2015 – The Marie Clay Literacy Trust continues to guide publication updates: 
Becoming Literate: The Construction of Inner Control, Biks and Gutches, Change 
Over Time in Children’s Literacy Development, and Record of Oral Language. 

2016 – Attorney Dante 
Marshall (left), one of 
the first children in the 
U.S. to receive Reading 
Recovery lessons, joins 
RRCNA President Lindy 
Harmon and Executive 
Director Jady Johnson for 
a My Brother’s Keeper 
event at the White 
House. Reading Recovery 

was among 33 evidence-based program models and interventions invited to 
the MBK Showcase and was one of only 6 with strong evidence of effective-
ness that address the core tenets of the initiative.

2016 – Literacy Lessons Designed for 
Individuals (2nd ed.) is published by the 
Trust, combining the original 2005 two-part 
guidance into one volume.

2016 –  Reading Recovery: An Evaluation of the Four-Year i3 Scale-Up is 
published in March. Findings from “one of the most ambitious and well-docu-
mented expansions of an instructional program in U.S. history” show the $55 
million Investing in Innovation (i3) scale-up of Reading Recovery was “highly 
successful.” A total of 3,747 teachers were 
trained, serving 61,992 students in one-
to-one lessons. In addition, these Reading 
Recovery-trained professionals taught 
325,458 students in classroom or small-
group instruction. In August, The What 
Works Clearinghouse reviews the final 
single study report and finds it meets stan-
dards without reservations with at least 
one statistically significant positive finding 
and at least one finding showing strong 
evidence of effectiveness (ESSA Tier 1).

2016 –  A special themed issue of the Journal of Education for Students 
Placed At Risk, released in January, focuses on advances in Reading Recovery 
research. The articles examine student motivation and achievement, effec-
tiveness, scaling, and sustaining Reading Recovery.

2016 – Canada opens a new Teacher Leader Training Centre in Vancouver to 
support the Mountain Pacific Region.

2017 – Canada expands to the Cayman Islands, establishing the Carib-
bean Region and offering Reading Recovery to all elementary schools in the 
country.

2017 –  Two more Marie Clay books are updated with second editions: 
Concepts About Print and Running Records for Classroom Teachers.

2017 – Throughout 
the year, RRCNA 
partners with the 
National Association 
of Elementary School 
Principals (NAESP) 
producing magazine 
articles, advertorials, 
Twitter chats, and 
a 30-minute video 
entitled, “Promising Literacy for Every Child.” The on-demand webcast 
extends the “Systems Change for Literacy Gains” article in the May/June issue 
of Principal magazine written by a team of Reading Recovery professionals. 
Both resources focus on the six essential components of a comprehensive 
literacy system.

2017 – In August, “The Reading Wars and Reading Recovery: What Educators, 
Families, and Taxpayers Should Know” appears in Learning Disabilities: A 
Multidisciplinary Journal published by the Learning Disabilities Association of 
America (LDA). In it, the authors make misleading, misguided, and blatantly 
false claims about Reading Recovery. RRCNA immediately and strongly 
objects.  Resultantly, the LDA publishes a response article, “The Truth About 
Reading Recovery” online and in its quarterly journal. 
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2017 – The National Center on Intensive Intervention (NCII) again recog-
nizes the evidence-proven effectiveness of Reading Recovery for students 
who struggle in learning to read and write.  An Observation Survey of Early 
Literacy Achievement, the screening tool central to Reading Recovery’s evalu-
ation and instruction and used widely by classroom and specialist teachers 
and researchers, again receives the highest possible ratings on the Academic 
Screening Tools Chart. Reading Recovery also retains high marks on the 
updated Academic Intervention Tools Chart.

2018 – A National Center for Education Evaluation and Regional Assistance 
(NCEE) report finds that 9 of the first 67 completed i3 grant evaluations — 
including the Reading Recovery Scale-Up — met What Works Clearinghouse 
(WWC) evidence standards and found evidence of adequate implementation 
fidelity and positive impacts on student academic outcomes. Of the four scale-
up interventions in the report, only Reading Recovery met both short and 
long-term goals of i3 and adequately represented the population served.

2018 – Canada celebrates anniversaries of vintage sites at Cariboo-Chilcotin 
(20), and Manitoba (25), where a second Reading Recovery Training Centre 
opens just 4 years after the first centre.  

2018 – During the 2017-18 year, 1,203 
teachers are trained, and two new trainers 
are training in Nova Scotia for the 2018-
19 year. As implementations continue to 
grow, the Canadian Institute of Reading 
Recovery releases A Principal’s Guide to 
Reading Recovery in Canada, a new online 
publication. 

2018 – RRCNA provides resources to 
share with classroom teachers, special 
education teachers, administrators, and 
parents detailing responses to critics of 
Reading Recovery. Resources correct mis-
conceptions and illustrate how Reading 
Recovery instruction is appropriate for all 
struggling first-grade readers, including 
those who may be identified as dyslexic.

2018 – NATG trainers  
engage Anthony Bryk 
and the Carnegie 
Foundation for the 
Advancement of 
Teaching to explore 
principles and practices 
of improvement science 
as a way of operating 

within the Reading Recovery network. Focusing on identifying and address-
ing challenges in a systematic and productive way, the work continues with 
Phase Two beginning in 2019-20.

2019 – Jady Johnson retires after 16 years as RRCNA 
executive director and, after a nationwide search, Billy 
Molasso is named to the position in August. 

2019 – An Observation Survey of Early Literacy 
Achievement (4th ed.), is published by the Marie Clay 
Literacy Trust.

2019 – Canadian anniversary celebrations continue with York Regional 
District School Board in Ontario (25), and  Prince Edward Island (20). Also in 
Ontario, one trainer is in training during the 2019-20 year.

2019 – Incorporating the 2016 single 
study i3 report (reviewed but not yet 
included in the WWC report), Reading 
Recovery ranks highest based on research 
evidence of effectiveness among the 
top 25 programs with What Works 
Clearinghouse beginning reading reports. 
Positive or potentially posting ratings 
are shown across all four outcomes – 
alphabetics (phonics and phonemic 
awareness), fluency, comprehension, and 
reading achievement.

2020 – The 2020 National Reading 
Recovery & K-6 Literacy Conference cel-
ebrates the 35th anniversary with a special 
luncheon featuring Gay Su Pinnell as guest 
speaker. The 4-day event offers outstand-
ing professional development and for 
the first time includes a Middle Grades 
Institute for educators in Grades 5-8.

This update extends the original history and timeline published as a pullout section  
in the fall 2014 issue of The Journal of Reading Recovery.  
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If we begin at the real beginning, in a little house on the 
campus of the University of Auckland, Reading Recovery 
is closing in on its fifth decade of service to a particular  
group of children — the youngest in school and the 
most vulnerable. They exist in a demanding environ-
ment where they find it hard to know what is expected of 
them. Somehow, they are not “keeping up” and they don’t 
know why. Families are equally bewildered. They need 
to “recover” a satisfactory trajectory of progress so they 
can thrive in a classroom rich with literacy and in a world 
where there are demands for a high level of literacy. 

Picture it — the 
1970s, (one of my 
favorite decades). 
Marie Clay and 
her colleagues were 
watching a teacher 
working with a child 
behind a one-way 
glass screen. They 
described in detail 
the teacher’s moves 
and the child’s 

responses. They noted evidence of shifts in learning. They 
challenged each other and engaged in analytic thinking 
about teaching and learning. 

Clay was an expert observer of young readers’ behaviors. 
She received prestigious awards for her detailed observa-
tional studies of young children’s interactions with print. 
At the request of teachers and the national department 
of education in New Zealand, she created the Diagnostic 
Survey, a checkup at age 6, after the child in New 
Zealand had completed 1 year of schooling. I took this 
training electronically, and that’s how I was able to learn 
running records and teach it in my classes. Later I had the 
honor of learning it again and the orange Early Detection 
was my guide. (The first version predated even me.) 
Technology wasn’t at a peak in New Zealand. The first 
30 minutes was a tutorial on how to use a cassette tape 
recorder. But professional inquiry and noticing children’s 
behavior were at a peak and stayed there. 

Every teacher in New Zealand learned to individually 
administer the Diagnostic Survey and the effect was that 
of a volcanic eruption. They could see better, see more, as 

they worked with children. They could identify children 
who were confused. And, they challenged Clay to help 
them with the children who were confused, who weren’t 
becoming literate on a normal trajectory. These children 
were bright, intelligent, but something was going wrong. 
What can we do? That was the challenge for Marie and 
her colleagues and the reason they spent so many hours 
watching through the one-way screen.

Marie was a special education teacher and a cognitive psy-
chologist. She knew the field and the repertoire of teach-
ing approaches. With expert teachers, they tried every 
technique and approach. The remarkable results were doc-
umented through careful research; they were reproduc-
ible across New Zealand, then Australia, then the United 
States, Canada, Great Britain. They were reproduced in 
Spanish, French, and Danish. 

Marie said afterwards that what she and her researchers  
left out of the lesson framework was as important as what 
they kept in it. They tried 45-minute lessons and found 
them no more effective than shorter ones. What they 
boiled it down to was an extremely effective, tight, fast-
moving 30-minute, daily lesson that could save a child’s 
life. And, it inspired nations of literacy teachers.

The foundation of Reading Recovery is deep. It is rooted 
in Clay’s theory of reading as highly complex brain activ-
ity. The reader is intelligent and active; she uses every-
thing at her disposal—language, perception of the world, 
grapho-phonemic information, the sounds of language, 
intonation patterns—to move through a written text with 
on-the-run problem solving, accuracy, and understand-
ing. I first read Clay’s Reading: The Patterning of Complex 
Behavior as a graduate student the night before my 3 
days of qualifying exams — not the first time I’ve read 
all night; it shifted my thinking and my writing on those 
exams. But not as much as Reading Recovery training. 

There, I was deeply involved in my own observations of 
children with a direct connection to my teaching. The 
result was humbling, but the connection with my col-
leagues and the deep discussions we had were most impor-
tant. I have to say that an almost equally important out-
come of Clay’s work in Reading Recovery is the teacher 
training. We observe each other — not to critique but to 
challenge ourselves to analyze the teaching and learning. 
It was unique; it is unique. We take our work seriously. 

Anniversary Luncheon Special Guest Speaker Gay Su Pinnell

Learning How to Make a Difference
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In doing so, each of us enters the world of those early 
researchers. We stand beside them.

We have learned to look, to observe behaviors in detail, 
to learn what they know and need to know, and to act in 
response within a structured experience that involves real 
reading of engaging texts, writing and work with words 
— all of this tailored to the individual child. 

We pieced together five different grants, including a dis-
tinguished professorship for Clay. And so to Columbus, 
OH, where a screen was waiting for Marie and her col-
league Barbara Watson — a real screen, like a window 
screen. You see people here had never called glass a screen. 
But, it was soon rectified and we set out to accomplish 
miracles. We got very excited with our results, perhaps too 
much early on, but it was impossible not to be thrilled. 
And colleagues joined us from all over North America. 

I am sometimes credited with bringing Reading Recovery 
to Ohio. But the hero of Reading Recovery in Ohio is 
someone you may not have heard of if you are “young.” 
G. Robert Bowers, associate superintendent of education 
in Ohio, brought Reading Recovery here and thus was 
instrumental in spreading it across North America. He 
was the guy who communicated, who made tough deci-
sions, who acquired and superintended the money. He saw 
us through the first challenging years and advised me for 
years after that. What did I do? I told him about it. He 
saw the potential immediately. So, one day at the end of 
a meeting, when he said “Let’s do it.” I knew something 
would happen.

The future was uncertain then. It is uncertain now and 
always will be. Literacy researchers and educators are 
a fiercely divided community. We have critics. Marie’s 
work has been criticized—even attacked—by every side 
in this great debate. I think that is because she is so hard 
to categorize; she sees learners as using letters and sounds, 
using meaning, using content knowledge, noticing pat-
terns, using syntax to make sentences work like language, 
and many other sources of information. Her theory is 
complex.

Of course, our greatest criticism is not philosophical but 
cost related. And our greatest challenge is to look at our 
own work with critical eyes. We must make our work ful-
fill its promise; and I believe it can. Marie said to us many 
times, “Pick up the stones and look at the creepy craw-

ly things underneath.” A group is working hard to put 
improvement science to work in Reading Recovery and I 
hope many of you will become involved. 

My assignment here is not to read the future but to look 
back and reflect. What is important about Reading 
Recovery? Why does it deserve a place in literacy educa-
tion history and a place in the future? In addition to the 
obvious contribution of teaching so many thousands of 
initially at-risk children to read, I offer two.

Marie taught us how to look—really look—and notice. 
She gave us a new lens for the detailed observation that 
helps us make teaching decisions, those moves that result 
in shifts for the learner. It’s amazing.

And, she taught us to feel the power of our teaching. We 
learn through teaching; we are amazed to see evidence 
that we are making a difference every day. One of the first 
articles on Reading Recovery in the U.S., written by Mary 
Fried, Rose Mary Estice, and me, was titled “Learning 
How to Make a Difference.” I wish that for every teacher.

These two contributions are priceless, and they are life-
lasting. Classroom teachers, administrators, parents and 
grandparents, once you have the eye, you can’t escape 
noticing, and you don’t want to. Awareness creates a moral 
imperative. Once you know that powerful teaching is pos-
sible; you must work to provide it to every child and con-
stantly work to make it better. 

I thought of Marie when I read this poem by the beloved 
Ohio poet Mary Oliver who died last year. The title is 
When Death Comes; I won’t read it all, just the end.

When it’s over, I want to say: all my life
I was a bride married to amazement.
I was the bridegroom, taking the world into my arms.
When it’s over, I don’t want to wonder
If I have made of my life something particular, and real.
I don’t want to find myself sighing and frightened,
Or full of argument.
I don’t want to end up simply having visited this world.

Mary Oliver didn’t simply visit this world. Neither did 
Marie M. Clay. And if you have taught even one child to 
read, neither did you. 

Congratulations! I hope the next decade is as amazing as 
the last four.
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Seamus Bruns
Good Afternoon. My name is Seamus Bruns and in 2009 
I was a first-grade student at Colonial Hills Elementary 
School in Worthington, OH. I was falling behind my 
peers in learning to read and write. Luckily, Worthington 
Schools had been implementing Reading Recovery for 
over 30 years. In the fall of 2009, I started Reading 
Recovery with (now) Dr. Jamie Lipp, but who I will 
always know and refer to as Mrs. Lipp. 

Despite finding reading and writing to be challenging at 
the time, my parents and teachers described me then as 
a sweet and bubbly kid who had a happy go lucky atti-
tude. I remember enjoying my time with Mrs. Lipp. We 
were reading lots of books and I quickly began to feel 
like a reader. And I was a reader! In just 13 short weeks 
I was discontinued from Reading Recovery. That means 
I became a confident reader and a writer in just 47 short 
lessons. That is just 23.5 hours of instruction when you 
break it down!

I remember Mrs. Lipp challenging me with high expec-
tations and supporting me to take risks in reading and 
writing. I also remember that my classroom teacher, 
Mrs. Samantha Fell, spent a great 
deal of time talking about me 
with Mrs. Lipp. Mrs. Fell is now 
the Reading Recovery teacher 
at Colonial Hills Elementary. I 
remember Mrs. Fell coming to see 
me in a Reading Recovery lesson 
and Mrs. Lipp coming to see me 
reading in the classroom. It’s like 
they were working together — and 
looking back now, that’s exactly 
what they were doing. Mrs. Lipp 
tells me they were “problem solving 
my strengths and difficulties.” I 
also know that Mrs. Fell, my class-
room teacher, provided me with 
an excellent learning environment. 
She was also an awesome teacher. 

I was lucky enough to have two teachers so committed 
to my learning that they would stop at nothing to see me 
succeed. And succeed I did!

Since those days of Reading Recovery, I have had many 
great things happen in my life. I never again received 
reading intervention after first grade in Reading Recovery. 
I scored Accelerated when taking the 3rd grade Reading 
Assessment, doing the same again in 6th and 9th grade 
for English.  Right now, I am a junior at Thomas 
Worthington High School. I have earned several distinct 
academic honors as a high school student. I just found out 
I am being inducted into National Honor Society! I have 
also been identified as gifted in reading, inducted into the 
Spanish National Honor Society, and was a Bronze Key 
Recipient, earning recognition for receiving a 3.5 GPA or 
above for 3 consecutive semesters in high school.  

Nowadays, I would like to think I am still that happy go 
lucky kid. I like soccer and golf and I am beginning to 
explore my college options. I’ve thought about Penn State, 
Miami University, or maybe The Ohio State University. 
Maybe I’ll be an accountant. Maybe I’ll be a teacher. I’m 
not quite sure yet. What I do know is that when I was 

Anniversary Luncheon Guest Speakers

Former Students Share Successes

High school junior Seamus Bruns now and as a first-grade Reading Recovery student

Seamus Bruns, a high school junior, and Chris Graham, a successful entrepreneur, shared the impact of 
Reading Recovery on their lives with funny, touching, and inspiring stories at the anniversary luncheon.
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6 years old I became a reader. After that, anything was 
possible. 

I want to say thank you to my teachers, Mrs. Lipp and 
Mrs. Fell, who gave me such wonderful opportunities to 
learn. Thank you to my parents who always believed in 
me, then and now. Coincidentally, my mom now works 
at Colonial Hills and supports one Reading Recovery stu-
dent with homework. The program has meant a lot to her, 
too. And thank you to Worthington Schools for valuing 
Reading Recovery, so that kids like me can go on to do 
great things.  Reading Recovery works —and I am a real 
life example of that!

Chris Graham
In 1989, I was a first grader at Olde Sawmill Elementary, 
in Dublin, OH, and I had two big problems: One of them 
was that I sat out most recesses for cussing. The second 
problem was that I couldn’t read. 

Mrs. Barnett was my lovely first-grade teacher. Unfor-
tunately, my normal day included sitting at my little table 
and Amy Blankenship saying, “Mrs. Barnett, Chris said a 
cuss word.” And just like that — no recess. It was rough 
not being able to quote Back to the Future’s Doc Brown  
at will.

Not much later in the year, I was introduced to Mrs. 
Lowery. I was told I’d be taken out of the classroom and 
I couldn’t have been more excited. We started to hang out 
and immediately my reading started to improve. It didn’t 
take a whole lot of time. It seemed like no time at all. I 
remember sitting down with my mom one night and I 
read her, the whole book, A Fly Flew By, which was about 
42 pages. My mom was just ecstatic, and I was ecstatic.

Shortly thereafter, I went back to Mrs. Lowery and we sat 
down and she showed me a chart. Then she said, “You 
know, when we started, you were here. You were towards 
the bottom of the first graders, and now you are towards 
the top of second graders.” And I thought, “This is amaz-
ing. This is so great.” And then she told me we were done.

Now, there were only two things that I like at school: 
Mrs. Lowery and Amy Blankenship. It was wild transfor-
mation, because now I knew how to read. But I was still 
a huge troublemaker. And I remember, later on that next 
year, Amy told me, “Chris, I would like you, if you just 
wouldn’t get in trouble so much.” It was then that I knew 
our love wasn’t meant to be.

My schooling from that point on was being the class 
clown. I had the most detentions, most Saturday schools, 
and was definitely disruptive. Teachers would say things 
like “doesn’t pay attention” or “disorderly” on all of my 
grade cards. 

However, the beautiful thing about Reading Recovery 
is that sometimes literacy lays dormant. Teach a child 
to read, and it might not seem like a lot has happened. 
There’s a compounding effect of literacy. 

About 20 years after Mrs. Lowery kicked me out, I started 
a small business, Chris Graham Mastering. And my goal 
was to have people send me their records; I would make 
them sound better, then release them, and money would 
be involved. I tried this. I built a website and it took off 
really, really fast but I couldn’t handle it because I had no 
idea how to run a business. 

A friend of mine mentioned a book called The Four Hour 
Work Week. I picked it up and I read it. As my business 
changed overnight, I finally felt like I knew what I was 
doing. I built systems for my company that gave me free 
time to read more books. I did that and I didn’t stop. 
I read 60 or 70 business books after that and business 
exploded and was growing 30% per year.

Eventually a friend of mine invited me to cohost a podcast 
with him called “The Six Figure Home Studio.” Through 

Chris Graham is a reading advocate in his industry.



Celebrating 35 Years

The Journal of Reading Recovery Spring 2020102

it, we give business book reports to people in the recording 
industry and talk to them about how to get more custom-
ers and to keep their customers happy, and how to grow 
their business. Essentially, it’s a reading podcast.

I get tagged on Instagram all the time with stories of lis-
teners who are reading books. Listeners who probably 
wouldn’t have read a book that year had it not been for 
our podcast promoting reading as the best way to grow 
their businesses. 

I’m a reading advocate in my industry now, and it’s been 
wild to see people’s reaction to catching the bug of learn-
ing that they are in control of their own destiny because 
they can buy a book, learn about a problem, and can fix it.

We live in a tough time right now. A lot of people are 
on opposite sides of a lot of different fences. Alexander 
Hamilton is famous for saying that the safe keep of 
democracy is the education of the people. At its core, edu-
cation is literacy. It is because literacy can lay dormant. 
You can teach a kid and he can get all Cs like I did. Then 
he can graduate and rediscover books and become success-
ful through literacy 20 years later. 

If you look at democracy as a machine and you want to 
improve it, there’s one knob — literacy. If we turn that 
up, it will impact every aspect of our society. I encourage 
you that the work that you’re doing truly matters — not 
just for the kids, but for our society. Literacy can change 
everything. It might take 20 years after these kids learn it, 
but there’s a compounding effect to the work that you do. 
A kid who goes out and has literacy has the world open to 
them. Anything is open to them.

The work you do matters. And it impacts us and it’s  
relevant to democracy surviving. It’s essential. Thank you.

Jady Johnson Receives 
Special Excellence in 

Service Award
A special award was presented to Jady Johnson, 
retired executive director of RRCNA, in recogni-
tion of her significant con-
tributions to the work of the 
Council. Johnson led RRCNA 
for 16 years and throughout 
that time, she strived to help 
others understand the power of 
Reading Recovery for students, 
teachers, and schools, and how 
it could influence schoolwide 
literacy more deeply. 

The award was presented during the anniversary 
luncheon by RRCNA President Karen Scott who 
stated: “Jady believes that all of us in Reading 
Recovery have reason to celebrate and be grateful 
for the opportunity to do this life-changing work. 
She worked tirelessly for the teachers, for the chil-
dren, for all educators, and for our entire commu-
nity. The foundation she built continues to influ-
ence the direction of the organization. To show our 
appreciation, it is a pleasure to present the 2020 
Excellence in Service Award to her for her extraor-
dinary service and dedication to the Reading 
Recovery community. It goes without saying that it 
is well deserved.”   

Community and Corporate Supporters
Crowne Plaza • Drury Inn & Suites • Experience Columbus • Fern Company

First Merchants Bank • Greater Columbus Convention Center
Hampton Inn & Suites • Hyatt Regency Columbus • PSAV • Pressworks

Star Supporters – Literacy Publishers
Heinemann • Kaeden Publishing • MaryRuth Books, Inc.
Richard C. Owen Publishers, Inc. • Scholastic Education

Our thanks to the  
sponsors of the  
35th Anniversary 
Luncheon Celebration  
of Reading Recovery



Spring 2020 The Journal of Reading Recovery 103

RRCNA

Reading Recovery® has been helping 
struggling readers for 35 years, and it 
has been my privilege to participate 
in the Reading Recovery and com-
prehensive literacy community for 
more than 25 years. This wonderful 
community has impacted me both 
professionally and personally. One of 
my Reading Recovery mentors, Linda 
Dorn said it well:

Literacy learning is complex — 
not only for our children, but 
for us as well. As teachers, we 
are constantly learning and expe-
riencing transitions that reflect 
our new understanding. The 
children in our classrooms need 
us to work together as a team to 
support them on their pathway 
to literacy. Systemic change lies 
in our understanding of how our 
children learn and in our ability 
to problem-solve with colleagues 
who work with our children, 
who share our common experi-
ences, and who speak our lan-
guage of literacy. (Dorn & Jones, 
2012, p. 181)

Recently, my work with improvement 
science and the Reading Recovery 
Hub has reminded me that as we 
learn and understand, we grow. I 
suspect Marie Clay would have been 
front and center. Working with the 
Hub is truly one of the highlights of 
my professional career. Almost 20 
years ago, Gay Su Pinnell and Carol 
Lyons asked themselves: “What if we 
could create more and better ways 

for teachers to learn from their own 
teaching? What if we could provide 
high-quality, ongoing professional 
development and coaching for literacy 
teachers that result in improving their 
students’ achievement?” (Pinnell & 
Lyons, 2001, back cover). Learning 
requires ownership, self-regulation, 
problem solving, and reflection. The 
Hub work represents this. 

Marie Clay reminded us in Early 
Detection of Reading Difficulties 
(1979) that we must have system-
atic observation: observe individual 
progress, observe reading behavior, 
observe during our assessment.  Our 
work continues to honor this practice.

The system of learning requires all 
of us—teachers, teacher leaders, all 
educators, and the children—to work 

together to help struggling readers. 
Together, we help them discover the 
joy of reading and the wonderful 
days, and weeks, and years of reading 
that lie ahead for them.

Often the question I ask of others 
is: Are we a learned community or 
a learning community? Reading 
Recovery and comprehensive literacy 
are about learning. Our theories are 
tentative. Our focus is about how we 
can inform our teaching. 

And I always try to remember that we 
don’t work alone, but in collaboration 
using conversation to support our 
work in an environment of reflection 
and responsiveness. It is about how 
we study the needs of the child that 
changes the trajectory of success for 
the young learner and for the teacher. 
Our collaboration creates a social 
community with a shared responsibil-
ity for student learning. When the 
child is successful, the teacher is suc-
cessful, and the school is successful. 
And then we have succeeded. 

The opportunity to collaborate with 
many individuals in the Reading 
Recovery network continues to 
enhance my professional and per-
sonal life. Look around you. How 
many friends have you made in this 
network? We share a common focus. 
We know that our work makes a 
difference. If we dialogue you will 
often hear me talk about the impact 
that Linda Dorn made on me profes-
sionally and personally. Her uncon-
ditional support and love supported 

President’s Message 

Lessons Learned Inform the Future
RRCNA President Karen Scott

Often the question I 
ask of others is: Are we 
a learned community 
or a learning commu-
nity? Reading Recovery 
and comprehensive 
literacy are about learn-
ing. Our theories are 
tentative. Our focus 
is about how we can 
inform our teaching. 
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me in the many transitions I have 
made in life. Dorn (2015) told us that 
“minds of educators can be changed 
only through authentic mutual expe-
riences grounded in relevant events” 
(p. 6). Collaboration allows me to 
question, observe, and network. We 
are better in our work because of our 
collaboration.  

Less than 30 years ago, Meichenbaum 
and Biemiller (1998) wrote:

What will it take to change the 
way students are taught? What 
will it take to close the learning 
gap? We don’t need to over-
whelm teachers with a long list 
of new methods to try. Rather 
we believe what is needed is a 
theoretical model that explicates 
the teaching and learning pro-
cess; a model that will allow the 
integration of multiple teaching 
methods, and that will chal-
lenge educators to rethink their 
efforts. (p. 59)

It is critical for all of us to remember 
that every child is different. They 
learn at a different pace, they come 
from different backgrounds, and they 
have different interests. Marie Clay 

(2014) said it best: “If children are 
to achieve common outcomes after 
two-three years in school it will be 
necessary to recognize that they enter 
school having learned different things 
in different ways in different cultures 
and communities” (p. 1). 

Reading Recovery and comprehensive 
literacy have truly made me look at 
children in a wonderful way — rec-
ognizing their strengths and know-
ing that we have the knowledge and 
power to change their learning. We 
don’t have a “one size fits all.” Rather, 
we tailor instruction to the specific 
child. We change the child’s future. It 
is about the child. This truly adds to 
the joy of our work.

The challenge for us for the next 
35 years is to honor our legacy and 
continue to be the learning com-
munity that collaborates and honors 
the uniqueness of each child. We can 
change the trajectory. It is about us 
offering the positive message to others 
that can transform the future. 

The question we all should ask is, 
“Why not Reading Recovery? Why 
not comprehensive literacy?” Our 
expectations must be high for all 

learners including ourselves. Let us 
continue to hold ourselves account-
able for high levels of performance. It 
is about children and their future.

References

Clay, M. M. (1979). Early detection 
of reading difficulties (3rd ed.). 
Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.

Clay, M. M. (2014). By different paths to 
common outcomes. Portsmouth, NH: 
Heinemann. 

Dorn, L. J. (2015). Meaningful change: 
Wisdom from seeing the whole. In L. 
J. Dorn, S. Forbes, M. A. Poparad, & 
B. Schubert (Eds.). Changing minds, 
changing schools, changing systems: A 
comprehensive literacy design for school 
improvement. Los Angeles: Hameray 
Publishing Group.

Dorn, L. J, & Jones, T. (2012). 
Apprenticeship in literacy (2nd ed.). 
Portland, ME: Stenhouse.

Meichenbaum, D., & Biemi, A. (1998). 
Nurturing independent learners: 
Helping students take charge of their 
learning. Newton, MA: Brookline 
Books.

Pinnell, G. S., & Lyons, C. A. (2001). 
Systems for change. Portsmouth, NH: 
Heinemann.

RRCNA Board of Directors Election Results
We are pleased to share results of the recent election for terms beginning July 1, 2020.

Vice President 
Maeghan McCormick

Jackson County Schools 
Jackson, MI

Secretary 
Mary Lou Petters

Charleston County  
School District 

Ravenel, SC

Trainer 
Representative 

Debra Rich

Saint Mary’s College 
Sumner, IA 

(Moraga, CA)

Teacher  
Representative 

Janet Irving

Sarasota County Schools 
Sarasota, FL

Teacher Leader 
Representative 

Helen Proulx

Saint James-Assiniboia 
School Division 

Winnipeg, Canada
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As we continue to confront challenges 
in our daily work, I am fortified  
with the knowledge that Reading 
Recovery® has continued for more 
than 35 years, helped millions of 
struggling readers, shared knowledge 
with a new generation of educators, 
and spread our message of how well 
Reading Recovery professionals assist 
our schools and communities.

Our community has a lot to celebrate 
as we experience our 35th anniver-
sary of Reading Recovery in North 
America. Our intervention continues 
to be impactful on our students, and 
we have data as a true evidence-based 
program to demonstrate it. Our 
community explores opportunities 
to enhance our work with different 
populations, from IPLÉ to DLL, to 
Literacy Lessons,™ to continually  
improving our daily practice of 
Reading Recovery with students who 
need that extra enthusiasm and sup-
port. Our leadership structures are 
filled with strong, passionate, and 
dedicated professionals who truly 
believe in the work of the organiza-
tion and Reading Recovery.

In February, I joined my first nation-
al conference in Columbus. Brought 
to you by RRCNA, the newly minted 
LitCon: National K-8 Literacy & 

Reading Recovery Conference is the 
largest homecoming of leaders in 
childhood literacy in North America, 
and will continue to advance our 
field, enhance our skills, and mobi-
lize our community as we work to 
help struggling readers. The passion, 
energy, and commitment to literacy 
learning I saw and felt in our few 

days together in Columbus was espe-
cially important given the things that 
started happening just a month later. 
That time together in Columbus fur-
ther energized me to do what I can 
to support you in your work over the 
coming months.

I continue to be impressed and 
inspired by the sincere dedication 
of our members as they work with 
struggling readers. Our communities 
are experiencing an unprecedented 

challenge with shelter-in-place and 
stay-at-home orders. Our school  
communities are especially impacted 
in fundamental ways that are differ-
ent from other professions and fields 
of work. As educators, we each miss 
our daily connections with our stu-
dents, and worry about how this time 
will impact our students — today, 

tomorrow, and next fall.  The work it 
takes to help readers to improve their 
literacy skills is difficult, sometimes 
frustrating, but also so incredibly 
rewarding. I encourage each of us to 
support our students as best we are 
able and lean on each other for more 
than just problem-solving advice, but 
also for emotional connection and 
support. Together, we can and will 
get through this.

Executive Director’s Message

Passion, Energy, Commitment
RRCNA Executive Director Billy Molasso

I continue to be impressed and inspired by the 
sincere dedication of our members as they work 
with struggling readers. Our communities are 
experiencing an unprecedented challenge with 
shelter-in-place and stay-at-home orders. 
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2019-20 Teacher Leader Awards
Pioneer Valley Books
Pioneer Valley Books is dedicated 
to producing the highest-quality 
books for early literacy learners. Their books have been 
carefully written to support students in gaining control over 
early reading behaviors and in becoming strategic in their 
approach to print. Books have highly supportive pictures, 
carefully selected reading vocabulary, easy sentence struc-
ture, and they are specifically designed to help children 
gain fluency and independence in their reading. Pioneer 
Valley Books funded two scholarships this year. Jill Scott, 
Anderson County Schools, Anderson, TN, is pictured with 
Michelle Dufresne (Right). Not pictured is Sharee Barrus, 
Washakie County School District No. 1, Worland, WY.

Hameray Publishing 
Group and the Yuen 
Family Foundation 
Hameray Publishing Group 
is dedicated to publishing 
innovative literacy materials 
for today’s educators by com-
bining a sound research-based 
approach with cutting edge 
classroom solutions. The Yuen 
Family Foundation—a private 
charitable organization—in 
conjunction with Hameray Publishing Group funded one teacher leader award. 
Donors Christine and Ray Yuen are pictured with Meg Dyck (center), Douglas 
County Schools, Castle Rock, CO.

MaryRuth Books
MaryRuth Books offers instructional, clever books that provide 
reading practice using photos and illustrations to facilitate word 
recognition and engage the young reader. MaryRuth Books is 
the proud publisher of the Danny series of 
children’s books that not only provide reading 
practice, but also support the development of 
a lifelong love of reading. MaryRuth Books 
provided one teacher leader award. Jennifer 
Ladd, RSU 9, Farmington, ME, is pictured 
with donor Mia Coulton (right).
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2020 National Conference Awards

Tenyo Family Foundation funded 10 National Conference awards. Founded by the late Sophie Tenyo, the foundation  
supports charitable, religious, scientific, literary, and educational endeavors for the public welfare and well-being 
of mankind. Pictured left to right are Monica Gallagher, Edmonson County Schools, Smiths Grove, KY; Stacey 
Mandel, Boulder Valley School District, Lafayette, CO; Robyn Brislin, Fayette County Public Schools, Lexington, 
KY; Kristi Craven, Liberty County School System, Midway, GA; Aimee Sexton, Metcalfe County Schools, 
Edmonton, KY; Ashley Davis, Oldham County School District, Crestwood, KY; and Donna Leiter, Dublin City 
Schools, Dublin, OH. Not pictured are Shauna Gourley, McClean County Unit 5, Bloomington, IL; Janet Irving, 
Sarasota County Schools, North Port, FL; and Jessica Klinker, Aspire Public Schools Central Valley, Stockton, CA.

The Geri Stone Memorial Fund was established to remember the leadership of Geri Stone, who passed away in 2002. 
Geri Stone was one of Michigan’s first Reading Recovery teachers and served as the Reading Recovery teacher leader 
for the Livonia, Farmington, and Utica Public School Systems. The fund provides financial awards to help continue the 
work of Geri Stone and of RRCNA’s vision to “ensure that children who struggle in learning to read and write gain the 
skills for a literate and productive future.” Pictured left to right are BreeAnn Brushaber, Michelle Porter, and Nicole 
Allen, Michigan Center School District, Michigan Center, MI; Bobbie Barrier, Wayne County Schools, Monticello, 
KY; Carla Cresswell, Nevada Community School District, Nevada, IA; and Lisa Cave, Nevada Community Schools, 
Ames, IA. Not pictured are April Cornelius, Central Lee School District, Keokuk, IA; Christina Recktenwald, Jeffer-
son County Public Schools, Louisville, KY; and Katie Terry, West Monona Community School District, Onawa, IA.
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The Minnesota Professional Development Fund was 
established in memory of Diane Holum, former Reading 
Recovery teacher leader to honor her commitment and 
passion for Reading Recovery and literacy and learning.  
Pictured left to right are Tina Dickinson, Orono Public 
Schools, Long Lake, MN, and donor representative 
Kendra Tlusty.

SongLake Books hand selects and organizes books from 
a variety of companies into leveled book sets for guided 
reading and Reading Recovery. Collections include a wide 
variety of fiction and nonfiction genres, are culturally 
diverse and gender fair, and especially target at-risk read-
ers. Benjamin Ley, San Francisco Unified School District, 
San Francisco, CA, is pictured with donor Sarah English.

Blueberry Hill Books were written by a certified Reading 
Recovery teacher and carefully designed to enhance a 
child’s strategic thinking and develop comprehension 
skills. Recurring characters inhabit stories filled with 
humor and excitement in the leveled storybooks. Pictured 
left to right are Kaye Hendricks, Logan County School 
District, Russellville, KY, with donor Patricia Harrison. 

Rose Mary Estice Memorial Fund was established in 
memory of Rose Mary Estice, one of the original Reading 
Recovery teachers trained at The Ohio State University in 
1984-85. An ardent supporter, Rose Mary provided leader-
ship during the early days of RRCNA and continued to 
serve in many capacities throughout her career. Theresa 
Jones, Gahanna Jefferson Schools, Gahanna, OH, is pic-
tured with donor representative Mary Fried (right).

RR Books offers a variety of fiction and nonfiction  
leveled books specifically designed for beginning  
readers with a goal of providing quality, affordable books 
for young children. Molly Hollister, Jefferson County 
Public Schools, Louisville, KY, is pictured with donor 
Matt Bonnell.
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Watch your email  
and the website for 

2020-2021
opportunities!

Dr. Julie Olson Literacy 
Professional Development Fund 
was established in honor of Dr. 
Julie Olson, retired director of 
ISD 196 elementary education and 
Reading Recovery site coordina-
tor, to honor her commitment 
and passion for Reading Recovery, 
literacy and learning. Two awards 
were funded for the 2020 National 
Conference. Pictured left to right 
are Stacey Chaloux, ISD 196, 
Rosemount-Apple Valley-Egan, 
MN, Teresa Douglas (donor representative), and Keri Flaskerud, ISD 196, Rosemount-Apple Valley-Egan, MN.

Teacher Leader 
Professional 
Development 
Award was funded 
by the generosity 
of trainers and 
teacher leaders 
during the 2019 
Teacher Leader 
Institute. Pictured is Jennifer Pruitt, 
Dyersburg City Schools, Dyersburg, TN.

Debby Wood Professional 
Development Fund was established in 
memory of Debby Wood, teacher leader 
in Prince George’s County, MD. Debby 
received an RRCNA grant to attend the 
National Conference and always looked 
forward to the excellent professional 
development. Denise Hawkins, Prince 
George’s County Public Schools, Capital 
Heights, MD, (center) is pictured with 
donor representatives Kathy Hardman 
(left), and Tiffany Garner. 

Thanks to our generous donors 
for funding a total of $74,000 in awards 

for the 2019-2020 school year.
Teacher Leader Training Awards
Generous donors and advocates contributed a total of $50,000 to 
help train new teacher leaders for the 2019–2020 school year. These 
awards are granted to school districts that have demonstrated a 
commitment to continue Reading Recovery and selected a suitable 
teacher leader candidate. 

National Conference Professional Development Awards
All members are eligible to apply for annual $1,000 awards to help 
fund registration, travel, hotel, and meal expenses associated with 
National Conference attendance.
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The 2019–20 Officers  
and Board of Directors  

of The Reading  
Recovery Council of  

North America

President  
Karen Scott 

Ozark, MO

President-Elect 
Amy Smith
Richmond, KY

Vice President
Leslie McBane 

Columbus, OH

Past President
Jeffery Williams 

Solon, OH

Treasurer
Lindy Harmon

Lexington, KY

Secretary 
Mary Lou Petters 

Ravenel, SC 

Debbie Baker 
Versailles, KY

Teacher  
Representative

Sheila Barnes 
Cornall, PE, Canada 

Canadian Institute of  
Reading Recovery  

Representative

Hollyanna Bates 
Frisco, CO

Teacher Leader  
Representative

Shari Butcher
Blacklick, OH

Teacher  
Representative

Emmanuel Caulk
Lexington, KY

Partner 
Representative

Felicia Cumings Smith 
Louisville, KY

Partner  
Representative

Craig Carson 
Ozark, MO 

Presidential 
Appointee

Sue Duncan 
Atlanta, GA 

Trainer 
Representative

Judy Embry 
Lexington, KY 

North American Trainers 
Group President

Salli Forbes 
Cedar Falls, IA

North American Trainers 
Group Past President

Steven Foreman 
Zanesville, OH

Site Coordinator  
Representative

Laura Kingsley 
Sarasota, FL 

Site Coordinator 
Representative

Carmen Lipscomb 
Denton, TX 

Descubriendo la Lectura 
Representative

Allyson Matczuk 
Winnipeg, MB, Canada 

North American Trainers 
Group Vice President

Maeghan McCormick 
Jackson, MI 

Teacher Leader 
Representative

Robert Muller 
Chicago, IL

Deans 
Representative

Lisa Pinkerton 
Columbus, OH

Reading Recovery and 
Early Literacy Inc. 

Representative

Gay Su Pinnell 
Columbus, OH 

Founding Director

Don Pope-Davis 
Columbus, OH

Reading Recovery and 
Early Literacy Inc. 

Representative

Debra Rich 
Sumner, IA 

Presidential Appointee

Lori Taylor 
Orono, ME 

Trainer 
Representative
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Announced at the 2020 National Conference, the 
Foundation for Struggling Readers (formerly the Reading 
Recovery Fund) raised funds to support the development 
of early literacy scholars and practitioners who guide 
struggling readers. 

Development Committee Chair Annie Opat and 
Executive Director Billy Molasso kept attendees engaged 
with raffle drawings and fundraising updates during each 
general session. 

Many thanks to all who stopped by the Foundation booth 
to donate, play games, and enter the 50/50 raffle drawing. 
A total of $27,254 was raised for the Foundation! Special 
thanks go to Pioneer Valley Books for their generous 
matching gift of $10,000. 

We thank all of our generous donors for your support 
as we launched the Foundation for Struggling Readers. 
Keep an eye on your email for important announcements 
regarding applications for financial awards to help with 
costs to attend the 2021 conference.

Foundation for Struggling Readers 
Debuts at National Conference

Supporting transformative research, financial 
awards, and initiatives to ensure the early literacy 
and Reading Recovery® profession continues  
forward in excellence.
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Day of Learning Ends with Snacks and Prizes 
at Annual RRCNA Membership Meeting
After a full day of learning, RRCNA members gathered for snacks and fun 
during the 2020 Annual Membership Meeting. The agenda of this year’s 
gathering, held on Monday, February 10, highlighted the important work 
of RRCNA’s standing committees. And as always, door prizes were awarded 
to dozens of lucky winners!  A special thank you to exhibitors who donated 
door prize items: Blueberry Hill Books, Booksource, Eaglecrest Books, 
Hameray Publishing Group, Hand2Mind, Heinemann, MaryRuth Books, 
Pioneer Valley Books, Read Naturally, RR Books, Red Canoe Books, Richard 
C. Owen Publishers, Inc., SongLake Books, Stop Falling Productions, and 
Townsend Books.

Last winter, Pearson granted RRCNA 
exclusive rights to reprint the popu-
lar Scott, Foresman & Company’s 
Reading Unlimited children’s books. 
These timeless, engaging stories have 
been cherished by Reading Recovery 
teachers and students for decades. 
Each title offers the variety in text 
complexity, text layout, and lan-
guage structure that helps develop 
flexible readers.

Our original collection started with 
five titles, but due to popular demand, 
seven additional titles have recently 
been added. 

Collection 1
The Lion’s Tail 
Catch That Frog 
Pat’s New Puppy 
Ten Little Bears 
The Missing 
Necklace

Collection 2
The Pot of Gold 
Three Little Pigs 
Happy Faces 
The Bus Ride
The Baby Monkey
The Little Knight
The Great Big Enormous Turnip 

The Reading Unlimited collections 
are available at the RRCNA Store, 
where you can also purchase the 
Scott, Foresman Testing Packets. 
See page 26 in this issue for more 
information and pricing — for 
RRCNA members only!

Scott, Foresman 
Reading Unlimited 
Children’s Books 
Now Available from 
the RRCNA Store

 

Helping you stay engaged with powerful,  
free online PD

Now is the time to see for yourself what RRCNA’s e-Learning Center is 
all about! You’ll find videos on a wide range of topics, featuring 45- to 
90-minute sessions recorded during recent National Reading Recovery 
and K-6 Literacy conferences. Topics range from parts of the Reading 
Recovery lesson to small group literacy, coaching, writing, word work, 
and much, much more. 

If you’d like to earn PD credit after watching a session video, simply  
complete a brief quiz and generate a certificate that can be emailed to 
your teacher leader or administrator, showing how productively you’re 
spending your day while working at home!
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Reading Recovery teacher leaders from across the country 
nominate individuals to receive this annual prestigious 
award. It is given to recipients who display a strong com-
mitment to expand and maintain Reading Recovery’s 
high standards and who make significant contributions 
to its implementation beyond the local level. This year, 
the recipient is Kristine Griffor, assistant superintendent 
for elementary instruction for the Troy School District in 
Troy, MI, since 2015. The award was presented during the 
opening session of the 2020 National Reading Recovery 
& K-6 Literacy Conference. 

Griffor took action to establish Troy as its own Reading 
Recovery site and significantly expanded the district’s 
Reading Recovery services. Due to its expanded interven-
tion services with Reading Recovery and Literacy Lessons, 
the district has seen several of its students, formerly 
classified as “special education,” now achieving literacy 
success in the classroom and no longer in need of spe-
cial education services. Long-range plans for the district 
serving 12,000 students include continuing to expand the 
district’s intervention services and investments in teacher 
expertise. 

Prior to her current role, Griffor served as the director 
of curriculum in Warren Woods, MI, from 2010–2015, 
where she first worked in partnership with Oakland 
University to implement Reading Recovery. She oversaw 
a strong Reading Recovery implementation and added 
Literacy Lessons to the district’s literacy learning oppor-
tunities for at-risk students. In 2016, the Warren Woods-
Macomb Area Reading Recovery Site was established.

Kris Piotrowski, Reading Recovery teacher leader from 
the district, submitted the nomination package that high-
lighted Griffor’s extensive work in supporting and grow-
ing Reading Recovery in Michigan and beyond.

National Literacy 
Leadership Award 
Honors Excellence

The 2020 Excellence in Literacy Leadership Award pre-
sented by the Reading Recovery Teacher Leaders was given to 
Kristine Griffor (right). Nominating her for the award was 
Kris Piotrowski, teacher leader for the Troy School District  
in Michigan.   

I believe literacy is a right for 
all students. Leading systems 
of comprehensive literacy 
changes the lives of children 
and sets them on the path of 
the joy of learning.

 — Kristine Griffor
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CONFERENCE KEYNOTES

ABOVE – Dr. Adria Klein  
(center), nationally recognized 
author and literacy expert, 
explained that moving from 
best practices to next practices 
is the only way to empower our 
students to be future ready. 
RRCNA Executive Director 
Billy Molasso and Karen Scott, 
RRCNA president and chair of 
the 2020 National Conference, 
joined Adria before Sunday’s 
opening session. 

UPPER LEFT – Douglas Reeves, 
an expert in school leadership, 
provided a roadmap on how 
to create school change to 
make an immediate impact on 
student results and educational 
equity in Monday’s keynote.

LOWER LEFT – Nikki Grimes, 
award winning children’s 
author and poet, demonstrated 
the power of poetry. Nikki also 
shared how verse can be used 
to motivate students to read 
and write and to enhance the 
culture of the classroom by 
creating a sense of community. 

The nation’s premier K-6 literacy confer-
ence, dedicated to improving literacy,  
connected educators from around the 
world and created momentum in the  
reading community. Nearly 2,100 
Reading Recovery professionals and other 
educators took part in this rich learn-
ing experience February 8-11, 2020 in 
Columbus, OH. 

More than 100 professional develop-
ment sessions provided research-based 
literacy instruction that balanced theory 
with practice. In addition, Preconference 
Institutes offered even more in-depth 
experiences. Six institutes were offered, 
including a new outreach to middle school 
educators in Grades 5–8 led by Penny 
Kittle. The rich learning in sessions was 
enhanced by special interest group meet-
ings, where small communities with the 
same interests were created to address 
information they need. Groups were 
established for literacy coaches, Literacy 
Lessons professionals, DLL educators, 
and Reading Recovery site coordinators. 
General sessions and a packed exhibit hall 
also added to conference excitement. 

Many literacy leaders contributed con-
gratulatory videos that were shown during 
general sessions and in other locations 
throughout the conference. The pinnacle 
of the celebration was a special anni-
versary luncheon where Gay Su Pinnell 
outlined 35 years of accomplishments and 
looked toward the future and the pos-
sibilities that it will bring. Two former 
Reading Recovery students also shared the 
impact of Reading Recovery on their lives. 
You can read all their comments in the 
Special Anniversary Section, beginning on 
page 80 in this issue.

Exceptional Speakers Help Celebrate 
35 Years of Reading Recovery
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Special thanks to our 
generous sponsors 

for their support
Gold Sponsors

In-Kind Sponsors
Scholastic Education
Pioneer Valley Books
Experience Columbus

 

Silver Sponsor

Friend Sponsors

Bronze Sponsor
ATTENDEES SHARE 
THEIR EXPERIENCES

“As someone not trained 
in Reading Recovery, this 
conference included valu-
able information that I 
could easily implement 
in my kindergarten class-
room. The conference 
was appropriate for any 
one who teaches children 
to read!”

“Attending the 2020 
conference has been 
the most valuable pro-
fessional development 
that I have attended in 
my 17 years of teaching 
primary grades. My mind-
set has been changed 
forever. This experience 
has taught me to be very 
intentional in all and 
everything that I teach.”

“I am so happy to be 
back!  The conference is 
truly a time of renewal 
and energizing ourselves as educators. The conference allows like-minded, best practice, lovers of literacy, persons  
dedicated to educating our future readers, opportunities to sharpen our instruction and add to our knowledge 
base. I am so glad to have had the opportunity to attend.”
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Real Teachers
When I took one of my Reading Recovery students 
to a behind-the-glass session, I introduced her to my 
teacher leader. The next day, she questioned me about 
why I had a teacher. I told her that she helps me to 
learn more so that I can be a better teacher. Several 
weeks later, we were in the middle of a lesson when my 
student suddenly turned to me and asked, “So, are you 
a real teacher yet?”

— Joni Robinson, Ohio 

Getting Out of Bed
I was introducing the book Wake Up, Dad (Rigby PM 
Reader) to one of my students. He enjoyed watching 
as each child in the family tried to get Dad out of the 
bed. As the book built to the ending, the little boy 
turned to me and said with a knowing smile, “I know 
why Dad doesn’t want to get out of the bed.” To which 
I responded, “Why?” His reply: “Because under that 
blanket he’s naked!”  

— Janet Holbrook, Calilfornia 

Finding New Happiness
Monday: Michael comes to my room for RAK 1.  As 
he steps in the door, he begins crying. He cries through 
most of the lesson saying, “I’m not smart. I can’t read.” 
No matter how much pumping up I do, I can’t get him 
to get over that hump, and he’s sad the whole time.  
 
Tuesday: Michael comes to my room for RAK 2. 
Today there are no tears and he works through the  
lesson. At the end, when I tell him he had a great day,  
I only get a little smile.  
 
Wednesday: Michael comes to my room for RAK 3. 
He has the biggest smile on his face and says, “I’m so 
happy.” Expecting an answer about something in class 
or at home, I asked why he was so happy. “Because I’m 
in here,” he replies. Made my day!

— Anonymous

The Last Word
Our readers say The Last Word column in The 
Journal of Reading Recovery is one of their 
favorite things to read. We need more of your 
great Reading Recovery stories. Please share in 
an email to vfox@readingrecovery.org.

RRCNA offers a special associate membership level to  

companies that provide the books, assessment materials, 

and resources you need for your lessons and classrooms. 

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,  

be sure to say “thank you  

for all you do for  

Reading Recovery!”

Partners in Excellence — Our Associate Members



IN A SCHOOL THAT IS ALIVE
with literacy, there is one critical element—

classrooms filled with great books.
— Irene C. Fountas and Gay Su Pinnell

INTERACTIVE 
READ-ALOUD

SHARED 
READING

PHONICS, 
SPELLING, AND 
WORD STUDY

READING 
MINILESSONS

GUIDED 
READING

BOOK  
CLUBS

INDEPENDENT 
READING

PROFESSIONAL 
LEARNING 

TOOLS

A vision for learning . . . now a REALITY

For more information, visit fountasandpinnell.com/fpc.

fountasandpinnell.com | heinemann.com | 800.225.5800

@FountasandPinnell
@FountasPinnell
#FPLiteracy

@FountasPinnell
#fountasandpinnell



Reading Recovery Council of North America
500 W. Wilson Bridge Rd., Suite 250
Worthington, OH 43085
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We ensure the competencies necessary  
for a literate and productive future for 
children learning to read and write.
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Collaborative Inquiry: Our Path to 
Learning and Improvement
Amy Smith, Beth Magsig, and Amy Emmons 

Initiating a Network’s Renewal:  
Charting the Development of  
Reading Recovery’s Networked  
Improvement Community
Chad R. Lochmiller and Jennifer Karnopp

What to Teach? Supporting  
Strategic Processing at the  
Earliest Text Reading Levels
Mary K. Lose

Learning Letter-Sound  
Relationships: Evidence  
and Practice 
Sinéad Harmey and Sue Bodman

2018–2019 National Report: 
Data Again Show Strong Impact  
on Student Learning
Jeffrey Brymer-Bashore

Special Anniversary Section 
Featuring Reflections and  
Highlights of Historic Progress

Jeffery Williams Cornelius Minor Gerry Brooks

with keynote speakers

www.literacyconference.org

Powerful, research-based 
professional development 

designed to support 
literacy educators

Join the homecoming of childhood literacy leaders! 
Learn from the leading voices in education and be 
the first to know about current research and the 
most innovative practices in childhood literacy.

Anthony
Muhammad

Wiley 
Blevins

Gravity 
Goldberg

Mary 
Howard

Sharrocky 
Hollie

Choose from more than 
100 sessions focused 
on classroom teaching, 
intervention, leadership, 
coaching, and children’s 
literature, including 
featured speakers:

Colleen
Cruz

LitCon
National K-8 Literacy
& Reading Recovery Conference

January 30 - February 2,  2021
in Columbus, Ohio

f ind details and register at

plus Reading Recovery speakers

CC 
Bates

Sue 
Duncan

Jennifer 
Flight

Mary 
Fried

James 
Schnug

Sherry 
Kinzel

Pernille 
Ripp
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