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Research

Administrators are key decision makers in schools and 
educational systems . Recognizing an opportunity, the 
North American Reading Recovery® Improvement 
Science Hub invited a small group of administrators 
(district administrators, site coordinators/liaison admin-
istrators, and school administrators) to come together 
to learn about improvement science and explore ways of 
using the methodology to strengthen the implementation 
of Reading Recovery . 

This administrator improvement team included Karen 
Scott, a member of the Hub, and three administrators 
from across North America . The group has met regularly 
since spring of 2020 to learn about improvement science 
and investigate a problem of practice . 

Improvement science work is problem specific and user 
centered (Bryk et al ., 2015) . We have been describing this 
work since 2019 . In this article, we will share the team’s 
investigation into systematizing learning and collabora-
tion to support teachers and students . The administrator 
improvement team was tasked to explore systematizing 
collaboration which is a leverage point or “driver” on the 
Hub’s driver diagram (Figure 1; see also Worsfold, 2021) . 

The driver diagram “organizes the various changes the 
network is trying out” (Bryk et al ., 2015, p . 73) and is a 
map as to how we currently believe we can make improve-
ments toward our aim . 

The administrator improvement team was tasked with 
exploring a possible change idea identified on the driver 
diagram . Reading from right to left on the diagram, 
beginning with a change idea, outlines the theory of how 
the team will effect improvement: If we create a process 
for supporting new administrators (change idea) in order to 
focus on collaboration among the training site/local education 
authority/district, administrators, Reading Recovery teacher 
leaders, and teachers (secondary driver) this will systematize 
collaboration at all levels (primary driver) in order to 
increase in the instructional strength of Reading Recovery 
teachers as evidenced by measures of teacher knowledge, 
teacher practice, and student progress (aim statement) . 

The administrator improvement team investigated sup-
porting school administrators with a vision of strength-
ening collaboration across site coordinators/liaison 
administrators, teacher leaders, school administrators, and 
Reading Recovery teachers . This is user centered, which 
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Figure 1. North American Reading Recovery Improvement Science Hub Driver Diagram

Aim

To increase in the 
instructional strength 

of RR teachers as 
evidenced by 

measures of teacher 
knowledge, teacher 

practice, and student 
progress

Primary Driver

Systematize 
collaboration at all 

levels 

Secondary Driver

Focus on 
collaboration among 
the training site/local 

education 
authority/district, 
administrators, RR 
TLs, and teachers

Change Idea

Create a process for 
supporting new 
administrators 



Fall 2022 • The Journal of Reading Recovery Vol. 22, No. 1 71

Research

Bryk et al . (2015) describe as “respecting the people who 
actually do the work by seeking to understand the prob-
lems they confront … engaging these people in designing 
changes that align with the problems they really experi-
ence” (pp . 32–33) . The administrator improvement team 
began by gaining understanding of administrator perspec-
tives and what would help administrators to become an 
integral member of the school literacy team .

Understanding the User’s Perspective
As the administrator improvement team discussed 
strengthening Reading Recovery through collaboration, 
they recognized the value of teacher leaders’ perspectives 
related to administrators’ support of Reading Recovery . 
The group decided to interview teacher leaders to gain 
understanding . Empathy interview questions were created 
to better understand the role of the administrator and 
the impact on Reading Recovery implementation . In this 
type of an interview, open-ended questions are used to 
elicit the user’s perspective . The interview questions and 
prompts for teacher leaders included these:

•  If you have one piece of advice for a building 
principal in your district what would it be?

•  Help me understand more about the culture/
climate of Reading Recovery in a building that 
works well .

•  If you could wave your magic wand, what is 
the one thing that you would do to improve the 
implementation of Reading Recovery in your 
district? 

Following these interviews, the administrator improve-
ment team met to discuss what was learned from the 
teacher leaders about the role of the administrators in 
the implementation of Reading Recovery . The teacher 
leaders reported that there was variation in administrator 
understanding and involvement in the implementation of 
Reading Recovery . Among comments from teacher leaders 
were these: 

•  Effective implementation of Reading Recovery 
positively impacts the building as the whole 
school team—interventionists, Reading Recovery 
teachers, specialty teachers, and classroom teach-
ers—speak the same language; leading to coher-
ence in conversations and instruction throughout 
the building . 

•  The principal has an important role in building a 
school literacy team . 

•  Some administrators/school teams use student 
data to plan for students in need of additional 
support using a team approach .

The teacher leaders’ comments also included specific 
observations and opportunities . Some principals 

•  have not observed a Reading Recovery lesson, 

•  do not understand the framework of the lesson 
and how teachers individualize lessons within the 
framework,

•  question where phonics was built into the lesson 
or if any phonics work was included, and 

•  express concerns regarding instructional align-
ment between the classroom work and the 
intervention .

Through gathering teacher leaders’ perspectives of school 
administrators and Reading Recovery, the administra-
tor improvement team gained an understanding of the 
problem(s) and opportunities to support the development 
of a change idea .

Plan Do Study Act Inquiry 
The primary tool for improvement science inquiry is the 
Plan Do Study Act (PDSA) cycle (Bryk et al ., 2015, pp . 
121–122) . This cycle provides structure and discipline 
when trialing a change idea .

Plan
There are three components to the planning process: 
defining the change, making predictions about what will 
happen as a result, and designing a way to test the change 
on an appropriate scale .

Planning the change. After reviewing the findings from 
the empathy interviews, the administrator improvement 
team identified a learning gap . There was no systematized 
orientation for administrators regarding Reading Recovery 
implementation . The team determined that professional 
development for administrators could have a high impact 
with minimal time commitment . 

The organization of the professional development sessions 
was supported by Hub members, including trainers and 
teacher leaders . The group determined it was important 
to provide professional development over time (a 4-month 
time period) in 1-to-2-hour sessions . Each session had 
a specific emphasis: (a) a live teaching observation, 
also referred to as “behind the glass;” (b) why Reading 
Recovery; and (c) Reading Recovery data . It was deter-
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mined that the session participants would be administra-
tors “new or newer” to early years schools or in districts 
not employing a teacher leader . The sessions included an 
administrator improvement team member, principals, 
central office administrators, and teacher leader(s) . 

A meeting was organized for participating teacher leaders 
to be introduced to the PDSA . Within each session, there 
was flexibility for the administrator team member and 
teacher leader(s) to design and facilitate each session to fit 
the district context . 

Making predictions. Having identified a change idea, 
providing Reading Recovery-specific professional develop-
ment sessions for school administrators, the improvement 
team made predictions of expectations following the three 
sessions:

•  Principals’ knowledge of Reading Recovery  
theory and practice will increase .

•  Principals will show more interest in Reading 
Recovery data by asking questions and tracking 
school data more closely .

•  Principals will be more likely to bring Reading 
Recovery and classroom teachers together to col-
laborate . 

Designing a way to test the change idea. Testing the 
change idea connects to the predictions made . There were 
two types of data collected: audio recording of discussion 
and questionnaires . Two questionnaires were created . One 
for the behind-the-glass session, asking, “What did you 
notice today during the observation?” and “What did you 
notice today that has implications for literacy leadership?” 
The second questionnaire was completed following the 
last of the three sessions and included, “How has this 
learning impacted your literacy belief systems?” “How has 
this learning impacted your work as a literacy instruc-
tional leader?” and “How has this learning impacted your 
school (operations and administrative logistics)?”

Do
Having outlined the plan including predictions and 
measurement, the administrator improvement team and 
participating teacher leaders engaged in facilitating or 
“doing” the three professional development sessions .  

Study
Following the initial behind-the-glass session, the 
improvement team met to discuss their experiences and 
the questionnaire data collected . It was the first time for 
many administrators to observe a behind-the-glass lesson . 
This was the first time administrators observed a lesson 

Thoughts from Administrators

Having come from high school as an administrator and seeing the long-term effects of struggling readers on 
student success really impacted my belief in the importance of early, intentional instructional support for 
students. Seeing the progress that students have made and the confidence in these learners that have been part 
of the Reading Recovery program has affirmed my belief in this work. 

It has been an eye-opening experience. I have been amazed to watch the process and see how rapidly students 
have progressed with the Reading Recovery intervention. 

These sessions confirmed the importance and my belief in literacy processing theory, literacy processing 
instruction, and alignment of our programming. 

I can now talk about the essential pieces of literacy. My walk-throughs will be improved and my feedback to 
teachers will be more meaningful.

It has shown me and solidified my belief that an intensive intervention can work!

I had no idea what a treasure trove of knowledge these people (Reading Recovery teachers and teacher  
leaders) were! 
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amongst colleagues with an opportunity to talk and ask 
questions of each other . The improvement team noted this 
as a crucial experience in building understanding .

The questionnaires were reviewed with administrator 
participants identifying some key messages:

•  All teachers should be exposed to the basics of  
literacy processing theory . 

•  Strength-based instruction is evident throughout 
the lesson . Instruction is extremely purposeful .

• Pacing of the lesson is important . 

•  Reciprocity between reading and writing is 
important . 

•  Reading Recovery is not scripted . It is a respon-
sive model of instruction requiring skill and 
thought on the part of the teacher . 

•  Reading Recovery teachers have a breadth and 
depth of expertise .

• Student learning is visible .

•  Consistent language and planning for communi-
cation between the Reading Recovery teacher and 
classroom teachers support student learning .

•  Reading Recovery teachers should be leaders/pro-
fessional staff developers .

•  As principals, they were not leveraging the  
expertise of the Reading Recovery teacher . 

The questionnaire responses supported the improvement 
team in understanding the perspectives of administrators 
and informed discussions in the sessions to follow .

Following the last session, a second questionnaire was 
completed . The administrative improvement team noted 
a theme: Principal empowerment occurs when knowledge 
is developed . Through developing knowledge of the 
implementation of Reading Recovery, principals’ beliefs 
and actions evolved . Some examples include these:

•  Scheduling and organization lead to stronger 
implementation .

•  Principals influence the classroom with the expec-
tation for best practices . 

•  Principals must work to ensure Reading Recovery 
implementation aligns to the classroom . 

•  Principals should utilize the expertise of the 
Reading Recovery teacher to provide learning 
support to classroom teachers . Principals must 
validate the expertise of the Reading Recovery 
teachers . 

The administrative improvement team also described 
the crucial role of the central office, asking, “Is the 

Thoughts from Administrators

Having come from high school as an administrator and seeing the long-term effects of struggling readers on 
student success really impacted my belief in the importance of early, intentional instructional support for 
students. Seeing the progress that students have made and the confidence in these learners that have been part 
of the Reading Recovery program has affirmed my belief in this work. 

It has been an eye-opening experience. I have been amazed to watch the process and see how rapidly students 
have progressed with the Reading Recovery intervention. 

These sessions confirmed the importance and my belief in literacy processing theory, literacy processing 
instruction, and alignment of our programming. 

I can now talk about the essential pieces of literacy. My walk-throughs will be improved and my feedback to 
teachers will be more meaningful.

It has shown me and solidified my belief that an intensive intervention can work!

I had no idea what a treasure trove of knowledge these people (Reading Recovery teachers and teacher  
leaders) were! 

This has reminded me of the urgency of our work and the need to optimize all the opportunities for learning. 

This learning has added to my toolbox of “ look fors” when observing literacy instruction in classrooms, so 
that I can notice, acknowledge, and celebrate what’s happening to support reading (and writing) … It also 
further increases the likelihood of capitalizing on the expertise I have in my building when planning literacy 
professional learning and looking for mentorship opportunities for teachers who need coaching and develop-
ment in literacy instruction. 

It has improved my relationships and my leadership within the building. 

This learning has brought to my attention some of the operational pieces that might have interfered with the 
success of the program. It has reminded me to be conscious and intentional with planning.

Conversations with the Reading Recovery teacher are now more frequent … The Reading Recovery teacher 
plays an integral role in developing and implementing professional development opportunities for staff K–8. 

I am very new to the level and just beginning to understand the components of a strong literacy program. 
The new administrator Reading Recovery sessions have been fundamental in providing a base for my learn-
ing and a greater understanding of what I am seeing in Reading Recovery lessons and classroom instruction. 
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central office engaged in the implementation of Reading 
Recovery?” Some recommendations for central office 
administrators are

•  to initiate and engage in conversations with prin-
cipals about the implementation of Reading 
Recovery,

•  to learn in an ongoing manner alongside the 
building administrators,

•  to understand the why of Reading Recovery, and

•  to be part of the “organizational DNA” of 
Reading Recovery .

In this PDSA, professional development sessions for 
principals created opportunities for collaboration includ-
ing central office administrators, site coordinators/liaison 
administrators, teacher leaders, and school administrators .

Act
The administrative improvement team found that 
providing professional development sessions for principals 
improved collaboration and encouraged principals to 
deepen their understanding of their role as literacy leaders .

Given the success of the series of professional development 
sessions for administrators, the administrator improve-
ment team made suggestions for next steps, including 
providing these sessions yearly and inviting site coordina-
tor/liaison administrator and teacher leader teams to 
trial professional development sessions for principals in 
additional sites . If you are interested in this PDSA inquiry 
and would like to participate in a scale up, please complete 
this form (https://bit .ly/3KzPeMM) . The PDSA will also 
be shared in a LitCon session titled, Strengthening the 
Investment—Strategies for Administrators .

The work of this administrator improvement team, with 
representation from both Canada and the U .S ., illustrates 
the value of coming together from different systems to 
work on a common problem of practice; accelerating our 
learning to improve . Thanks and acknowledgment go  
out to the improvement team members Karen Scott; 
Mitch Craft, private education consultant and former 
assistant superintendent, Sheridan Wyoming School 
District #2; Jason Drysdale, assistant superintendent, 
River East Transcona School Division, Winnipeg, 
Manitoba; and Tiffany Cook, elementary principal, 
Fayette County School District, Lexington, KY, and 
formerly at Woodford School District, Versailles, KY .
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