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IS READING RECOVERY AN EFFECTIVE INTERVENTION
FOR STUDENTS WITH READING DIFFICULTIES? A

CRITIQUE OF THE I3 SCALE-UP STUDY

JAMES W. CHAPMAN and WILLIAM E. TUNMER
Institute of Education, Massey University, Palmerston North, New Zealand

The recently reported i3 Scale-Up of Reading Recovery (May et al., 2015) found
an effect size of + 0.69 in favor of Reading Recovery compared to the control
group. We discuss four issues: (a) many of the lowest achieving students were
excluded from participation in Reading Recovery; (b) the control group received
a range of different experiences; (c) the successful completion rate of students
in the program was modest; and (d) no data supported the claim that Reading
Recovery leads to sustained literacy learning gains. We question the value of this
study as the basis for widespread implementation of Reading Recovery.

In an earlier article in Reading Psychology, we discussed issues
related to the theoretical underpinnings of the Reading Recov-
ery (RR) program, along with concerns about the instructional
strategies, assessment battery, and the nature of program delivery
(Tunmer & Chapman, 2003). Very little has changed since those
concerns were raised. Reading Recovery has become the most
widely used early intervention program in the world for young
children at risk for developing reading difficulties (Slavin, Lake,
Davis, & Madden, 2011). Developed in New Zealand by Marie
Clay (1985) in the late 1970s, the program was implemented in
schools throughout the country during the 1980s. Since then, RR
has been adopted for use in various parts of Australia, Canada, Eu-
rope, the United Kingdom, the United States, and South America.

Given the extent to which the program has been adopted,
and considering the numerous criticisms of the program over the
years (e.g., Center, Wheldall, Freeman, Outhred, & McNaught,
1995; Chapman, Greaney & Tunmer, 2007; Elbaum, Vaughn,
Hughes, & Moody, 2000; Reynolds, Wheldall & Madelaine, 2009),
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it is not surprising that there is considerable interest in research
regarding its efficacy. Numerous studies have been reported on
various aspects of the program since the 1980s, although no ro-
bust, well-designed study has been reported in support of the
program’s effectiveness in New Zealand (Chapman, Greaney &
Tunmer, 2015). Indeed, relatively few well-controlled studies of
the effectiveness of RR have been published in peer-reviewed jour-
nals. A recent What Works Clearinghouse (WWC) report on the
RR program identified 202 studies that examined RR in terms of
its effectiveness for at-risk beginning readers (U.S. Department
of Education, 2013). According to WWC, only three met the
evidence standards involving randomized controlled trials. This
number is surprisingly low. However, WWC has been criticized for
adopting a flawed approach in evaluating literacy interventions,
resulting in a very restrictive set of conclusions about the efficacy
of RR (e.g., Reynolds, Wheldall, & Madelaine, 2009; Stockard,
2010; Wood, 2014). Even if more studies were included in the
WWC conclusions regarding the efficacy of the RR program, as
suggested by Reynolds et al. (2009), the number would still be rel-
atively few, considering the 30-year history of the program and its
widespread use.

Because of the small number of well-designed RR studies, the
recently reported “multisite randomized evaluation” of the pro-
gram (May et al., 2015) is of particular significance. The key result
from this “scale-up” project, involving 866 students in 147 schools
randomly selected from across the United States, was an effect size
of +0.69 for mean total reading scores on the Iowa Test of Basic
Skills, in favor of children who received RR compared to those in
the control group. This large effect size is important in the context
of a program that aims to expand its availability across the United
States. Any large scale program that focuses on intervention for
overcoming reading disabilities warrants close examination.

At first glance, the magnitude of the positive effect size ap-
pears considerable. A special WWC report on this study (U.S. De-
partment of Education, 2014) endorsed the research design, stat-
ing that it is “a well-executed randomized controlled trial” (p. 2).
We disagree. In this article, we address the following four issues
with the May et al. (2015) study: (a) the selection of students; (b)
the control group comparison process; (c) the results of partici-
pation in the program; and (d) claims regarding the effectiveness
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of RR and the sustainability of gains arising from participation in
the program. Prior to discussing these issues, we briefly overview
the nature of the RR program.

The Reading Recovery Program

Reading Recovery is defined as a “preventative” early interven-
tion program designed to accelerate to average levels of reading
performance the progress of six-year-old children who show early
signs of reading difficulty (Clay, 1987, 1993). Clay (1987) was con-
fident about the effectiveness of RR. She claimed that it is a

programme which should clear out of the remedial education system all
the children who do not learn to read for many event-produced reasons
[i.e., environmental, cultural, or economic causes] and all the children
who have organically based problems but who can be taught to achieve
independent status in reading and writing despite this. (p. 169)

Largely on the basis of this claim, and despite significant de-
sign flaws with Clay’s own research on the effectiveness of RR
(e.g., Center et al., 1995; Nicholson, 1989), the New Zealand De-
partment (now Ministry) of Education funded the adoption of
RR in schools throughout the country during the 1980s (Soler &
Openshaw, 2006).

Children selected for RR receive 30 minutes of daily individ-
ual instruction over 12 to 20 weeks by specially trained RR teach-
ers. Instructional emphasis is placed on developing within the
child a self-extending system of reading strategies that involves the
use of multiple cues (syntactic, semantic, visual, graphophonic) to
detect and correct errors while constructing meaning from text
(Clay, 1991). Specific activities have been detailed by Clay in sev-
eral publications (e.g., Clay, 1993, 2005a, 2005b).

The RR program is in addition to the regular classroom read-
ing program, and in New Zealand, RR complements the whole
language, constructivist approach to beginning literacy instruc-
tion (Clay, 1993, 2005a, 2005b). However, in line with the view
that RR should be exported to other countries (Soler & Open-
shaw, 2006), Clay (1993) maintained that RR is compatible with
all types of classroom programs, and that, “in a brief period of
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help. . .brings the hardest-to-teach children” (p. i) to at least aver-
age levels.

The RR i3 Scale-Up in the United States

May et al. (2015) reported that the i3 Scale-Up study was funded
by a grant of $45 million from the U.S. Department of Educa-
tion as part of the 2010 economic stimulus package. An additional
$10.1 million was provided from “private sources,” although these
sources were not disclosed. The purpose of the five-year grant is to
increase RR availability in more than 1,400 schools, with targeted
assistance for over 88,000 students.

In designing their follow-up study, the authors of the i3 Scale-
Up study intended to follow the criteria used by WWC. May et al.
provided a brief summary of previous WWC reports on RR. They
noted the WWC conclusion that RR has “potentially positive ef-
fects with a small extent of evidence” (May et al., 2015, p. 7).
Their interpretation of “small extent of evidence” relates to the
fact that the sample sizes of the four studies that met the WWC
criteria were small (i.e. less than 100). From this comment, May
et al. concluded that the WWC findings on RR are “on the whole
very positive” (p. 7) but that a large-scale and “highly rigorous
examination of the impacts of Reading Recovery” (p. 7) was war-
ranted. Despite attempts to adhere to the WWC standards, there
are major shortcomings with the May et al. study.

Selection of Students

May et al. explained the two-tiered selection process for place-
ment into the RR program, noting that the Reading Recovery
Council of North America (RRCNA) Standards and Guidelines
(2009) require schools to select “the lowest achieving first-grade
students” and to serve “the lowest scorers first” (May et al., 2015,
p. 24). In a significant departure from the RRCNA Standards and
Guidelines, this requirement was not consistently followed in the
scale-up study. Instead, schools initially identified a pool of “low-
achieving students” (p. 24), and then selected the students who re-
ceived the RR intervention. Despite RRCNA (2009) guidelines re-
quiring schools to use only tests from the Clay’s observation survey
(2002) to select the lowest achieving students, May et al. reported
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that schools used various assessment measures, with many schools
adopting various team approaches to identify suitable children for
placement in RR. May et al. noted, “in a number of schools, stu-
dents were nominated to the pool based on classroom teachers’
general observations or ‘gut’ impressions of their needs” (p. 24).
The authors remarked that one important area of variation in the
selection of students for RR was the “extent to which schools ex-
cluded particular groups of students from receiving Reading Re-
covery” (p. 25). Schools that excluded students reported prefer-
ring to “reserve slots for students they regarded as more likely to
benefit from the intervention” (p. 25). Such practices call into
question the confidence that schools have in the effectiveness of
RR in meeting the needs of students who experience the most sig-
nificant difficulties in learning to read, that is, the lowest achieving
six-year-old literacy learners.

Clay was opposed to such practices, but she conceded,
“Schools have wanted to select children for the intervention, who
in their judgment, would be ‘able to profit from the intervention’
and have been willing to exclude some of the lowest-achievers
from selection” (Clay, 2005a, p. 22). Nonetheless, the practice ap-
pears to be widespread.

In New Zealand, those six-year-olds with the greatest need for
literacy supports are often not placed in the program (Chapman
et al., 2007; Church, 2005; Clay, 2005; McDowall, Boyd & Hog-
den, 2005) because of doubts about the effectiveness of RR for
these students. In their New Zealand Council for Educational Re-
search study of RR, McDowall et al. (2005) made reference to in-
formation from interviews of teachers that supported the widely
known practice that many children with the most challenging lit-
eracy supports are either not placed in RR (in schools that offer
the program) or withdrawn if progress is too slow.

Belgrave (2009) found evidence in support of this view. She
reported that RR teachers interviewed in her study said they
were “manipulating which children they took on, so as to have
a degree of success with their students” (p.51). Teachers also told
Belgrave that it was a “waste of time and money” to take the “very
bottom students” (p. 51).

In an Australian study, Serry, Rose, and Liamputtong (2014)
also reported that RR teachers questioned the effectiveness of the
program for children with the greatest needs for early literacy



1030 J. W. Chapman & W. E. Tunmer

supports. Most participants in the Serry et al. study accepted that
RR “intervention alone could not be relied on to return a child
to the average [original emphasis] reading level of his/her class-
room” (p. 68). These authors also found that RR teachers were
cautious in their view that the program could “adequately meet
the needs of children” with specific reading disability or dyslexia
(Serry et al., 2014, p. 68). In these cases, RR teachers reported
feeling very “powerless” (Serry et al., 2014, p. 69) in catering for
such children.

In the United Kingdom, an anecdotal report is consistent
with the findings about exclusions in Australia, New Zealand, and
the United States. McLachlain (2014) wrote, “the RR teacher in
the UK does not select children for the scheme if they have any
sort of learning difficulties and those who make no progress are
discontinued from the scheme early and eliminated from the stats
as if they never took part” (p. 39). As in New Zealand (Chapman
et al., 2015), McLachlain (2014) commented, “Most children who
receive RR go on to need more intervention” (p. 39).

The selection practices carried out in the May et al. (2015)
study are clearly not consistent with Clay’s (2005a) views about the
need to cater for the “hardest to teach” students nor are they con-
sistent with the RRCNA guidelines. However, data from the Na-
tional Monitoring Reports of RR in New Zealand indicate that the
program is of little or no benefit for low-progress readers (Chap-
man et al., 2015). Australian researchers have also reported such
evidence. As Reynolds and Wheldall (2007) and Reynolds, Whel-
dall, and Madelaine (2009) have noted, RR is not an ideal choice
for children with specific reading disabilities because the program
does not explicitly target phonological processing skills in a struc-
tured manner, despite the abundance of evidence that such tar-
geting is necessary for many children who struggle the most with
reading.

The key issue regarding the selection of students in the May
et al. (2015) study is less about the screening of students prior
to selection into the RR program and more about the fact that
the lowest achieving students were often not selected for this pro-
gram because schools lacked confidence that the program would
be beneficial for such students. There are good theoretical rea-
sons why the program is inadequate for many students with spe-
cific reading disabilities (see Chapman et al., 2015). However, it
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behooves RR to be very clear about the literacy learning profiles
of students who are selected for placement in the program. Stu-
dents who are successfully discontinued from RR are not usually
those who are on the low end of the developmental continuum
for learning to read (Chapman et al., 2015).

May et al.’s (2015) opening sentence in their i3 scale-up arti-
cle stated, “Instructional initiatives that are able to identify stu-
dents at greatest risk [emphasis added] and help them achieve
grade-level proficiency are essential” (p. 547). We agree. But RR is
not the program that includes such instructional initiatives (Chap-
man & Tunmer, 2011; Chapman et al., 2007, 2015). Given the
rigidity of RR, the only way school systems can make it work is
to exclude the lowest performing children, the ones for whom
more systematic instruction in phonological skills is needed to en-
able them to achieve progress. However, the multiple cues under-
pinnings of the program (Greaney, 2011; Tunmer & Nicholson,
2011) mean that such instruction will not be available unless the
program is modified.

Control Group Comparison Process

May et al. detailed the procedures for obtaining a random-
ized group of RR intervention and control students. Eight low-
performing students eligible for RR were identified at each par-
ticipating school. These eight students were matched into pairs,
using pre-test text reading levels and English language learner sta-
tus. One student in each pair was randomly assigned to the RR
group, and the other student in the pair was assigned to the con-
trol group. Control students were given the option for non-RR
intervention, if available, and also the opportunity to enter the
RR program after their intervention counterpart had completed
the program and if the student still required RR at that time.

Further information about the control group is presented in
Footnote 4 (May et al., 2015, pp. 576–577). The authors stated
that data were not collected on the participation of control group
students in other interventions, though “preliminary analyses” (p.
577) the following year suggested that around 25% of the con-
trol students received no supplementary intervention, while the
others received other interventions, “typically in small group set-
tings” (p. 577). This statement is at odds with the WWC (U.S.
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Department of Education, 2014) statement that the comparison
students in this study “received no supplemental instruction dur-
ing the intervention period” (p. 3).

We find it surprising that May et al. did not provide more de-
tailed information about what the remaining 75% of the control
students actually received by way of supplementary instruction.
Yet, the WWC report stated that the May et al. research “meets
WWC group design standards without reservation” (U.S. Depart-
ment of Education, 2014, p. 2, emphasis added). Although the
randomization process may have been appropriate, the RR inter-
vention was compared with a mixture of unspecified small-group
instruction for many students and no supplementary instruction
for around a quarter of the students. Clearly, one-to-one instruc-
tion in general is better than no instruction or small group in-
struction. A more important question is whether RR is superior to
other forms of one-to-one intervention, both in terms of cost and
outcomes.

Results of Participation in the Program

Only 54.2% of the intervention students successfully completed
the RR program. A relatively large number, 22.4%, were “re-
ferred on” for further remedial assistance because of inadequate
progress in RR. That is, more than one fifth of the struggling read-
ers did not benefit much from RR, which is consistent with what
others have reported (e.g., Elbaum et al., 2000). This percentage
may be an underestimate, as another 20% of the children in the
treatment sample did not complete RR for a variety of reasons that
lack specific details. Accordingly, the results reported by May et al.
are for those students who had complete data sets. These students
accounted for 69% of the students from the matched pairs in the
schools that carried out the random assignments. May et al. noted
that the missing student data resulted mainly from student mobil-
ity “or other factors that led to the inability to administer the ITBS
tests to both treatment and control students in the pair” (p. 559).
These “other factors” were not described; presentation of pre-test
scores on those students who did not have complete data would
have provided potentially important information about their pre-
intervention reading achievement status compared to those for
whom completed data were collected. Similarly, data on those
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students who were referred on for further remedial assistance
would have provided important information regarding the extent
to which they performed more poorly than those students who
were successful and whether or not the referred-on students per-
formed any better than the control students.

The RR program outcome findings in the May et al. scale-up
study are considerably lower than those typically reported each
year in the RR monitoring data for New Zealand. The latest avail-
able monitoring report (for 2013) showed that 58.7% were suc-
cessfully discontinued, 25% were “carried over” to the following
year, 9.7% were referred on for specialist or long-term support,
3.9% left the school before completing the program, and 2.2%
were “unable to continue” in the program (Ministry of Education,
2015, p. 15). The May et al. (2015) study suggests that RR is even
less effective in the United States for those struggling readers who
need the most help than in New Zealand.

A recent meta-analysis by Slavin et al. (2011) showed that the
effectiveness of different reading interventions and the magni-
tude of effect sizes were positively related to the amount of explicit
instruction in phonics that was included in the intervention. Not
surprisingly, RR, which includes very limited explicit, systematic
instruction in alphabetic coding skills, came out last. Related to
this point is research indicating that RR is more effective for chil-
dren from code-orientated classrooms than from whole language
classrooms (Center et al., 2001). Slavin et al. also reported that
the effect size for RR (0.24) was similar to that for volunteer and
largely untrained tutors (0.25). As the May et al. (2015) study has
showed, fidelity of implementation does not ensure that RR is an
effective program for those students who struggle with learning to
read. Neither do highly trained RR teachers necessarily provide
beneficial instruction for those children who struggle the most.
There are good theoretical reasons for this view.

We have argued elsewhere (Chapman et al., 2015) that the
effectiveness of RR interacts with where children are located on
the developmental progression from pre-reader to skilled reader.
Because of limited knowledge of print at the outset of learning
to read, and/or developmental delay in acquiring the phonologi-
cal awareness skills that are essential for learning to read success-
fully (e.g., Pressley, 2006; Snow & Juel, 2005; Tunmer, Greaney &
Prochnow, 2015), a large proportion of young struggling readers
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operate at low developmental phases of word learning, which Ehri
(2005) described as pre-alphabetic and partial-alphabetic phases.
Delayed readers who are still in these phases, typically those stu-
dents who struggle the most with learning to read, will not be able
to grasp the alphabetic principle and discover spelling-to-sound
relationships on their own or in a program that emphasizes text
rather than word-level instructional approaches. These students
will require more intensive and systematic instruction in phone-
mic awareness and phonemically based decoding skills than what
is provided in typical RR lessons.

Two studies support this claim. Iversen and Tunmer (1993)
found that the effectiveness of RR could be improved consider-
ably by incorporating into the program more intensive and ex-
plicit instruction in phonological awareness and the use of letter-
sound relationships, in combination with strategy training on how
and when to use this knowledge to identify unknown words in
text. Chapman et al. (2001) reported that students who were suc-
cessfully discontinued from the program but who failed to achieve
significant progress or maintain gains made in the program (most
of the RR children in the study) had limited or severely limited
phonemic awareness and phonemically based decoding skills at
the beginning of RR, as well as during the year preceding entry
into the program (Year 1) and during the year following partic-
ipation in the program (Year 3). The relatively small number of
children who received some modest benefit from RR was more
advanced in phonological skills at the beginning of the program
than children who derived little or no benefit from RR. Progress
in learning to read following successful completion of RR was
strongly related to phonological skills at discontinuation from the
program.

The May et al. (2015) study could have provided more infor-
mation about the reading skills of those students who did not suc-
cessfully complete the program. These authors seemed unaware
that the RR national monitoring reports in New Zealand have for
many years provided pre-RR and post-RR scores for successful and
“referred-on” students. The referred-on students consistently have
lower scores prior to entry into the RR program than the success-
ful students for all key observation survey measures: word knowl-
edge, instructional book level, and writing vocabulary. Given the
fairly consistent numbers of students who are not successful in
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the RR program (around 15% in New Zealand; 22% in the May
et al. study; up to 30% in other studies, e.g., Elbaum et al., 2000),
it seems clear that the multiple cues approach to literacy instruc-
tion (Greaney, 2011; Tunmer & Nicholson, 2011), with associated
inadequate attention to alphabetic coding skills, consistently fails
to meet the needs of a significant number of students who oper-
ate at lower developmental phases of word learning (Tunmer &
Chapman, 2015). Our research indicates that RR is not effective
for those children at the lower end of the developmental contin-
uum because they need much more explicit instruction in phone-
mic awareness and alphabetic coding skills than what is typically
provided in the standard RR lesson (Chapman et al., 2001, 2015).

Sustainability of Gains Made in the RR Program

May et al. (2015) stated, “Reading Recovery is an intensive in-
tervention targeting the lowest achieving 15% to 20% first-grade
readers” (p. 549). They further stated that RR can disrupt the
“trajectory of low literacy achievement, produce accelerated gains,
and enable students to catch up to their peers and sustain achieve-
ment at grade level into the future” [emphasis added] (p. 549). Both
statements are without foundation.

As May et al. (2015) reported, only 52.4% of the children in
the RR intervention successfully completed the program; a large
minority of students did not benefit from the program. Perhaps
more importantly, the assertion that accelerated gains resulting
from RR are sustained “into the future” (p. 549) is simply untrue.
There are no data presented by May et al. to support the claim.
Instead, May et al. appear to repeat the assertion made by Clay
(1987) that the RR program would “clear out of the remedial ed-
ucation system all children who do not learn to read” (p. 169) and
that the “hardest-to-teach” children could be brought to a level
in reading that is equivalent to their same age peers (Clay, 1993,
p. i).

After three decades of RR, there is virtually no empirical evi-
dence to indicate that successful completions in RR result in sus-
tained literacy achievement gains. Nicholas and Parkhill (2013)
examined New Zealand data for 95 successfully discontinued RR
students when they were in Years 4 to 6 (ages 8 to 10 years).
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These authors reported scores on a New Zealand standardized
test of reading comprehension (Progressive Achievement Tests;
Darr, McDowall, Ferral, Twist, & Watson, 2008); 49% of the chil-
dren were in the stanine range of 4 to 6; 6% were in the range of
7 to 10, and almost 45% were well below average in the stanine
range of 1 to 3. Nicholas and Parkhill noted that the initial gains
made by many students as a result of RR “are not sustained for
almost half of the students” (p. 9).

In a similar study, Jesson and Limbrick (2014) also reported
data for New Zealand students who had been successfully discon-
tinued from RR during their second year in school, and who were
in Years 4 to 6 at the time of the follow-up study. Data on stan-
dardized measures of reading comprehension were available for
479 students. They found that around 65% of the students were
performing below the average level of stanine 5; nearly 40% were
performing in the range of stanines 1 to 3. Jesson and Limbrick
concluded that the lack of sustainability of RR gains is seen in
the “large numbers of students who are achieving neither at na-
tional expectations on standardised reading and writing assess-
ment tools nor at the average levels achieved in reading by age
cohorts in their schools” (p. 112).

Considered together, the studies by Nicholas and Parkhill
(2013) and Jesson and Limbrick (2014) indicate that gains made
in RR by students who were successfully discontinued from the
program do not last for more 50% of them in terms of main-
taining at least average literacy learning performance outcomes.
To this percentage should be added the 12–13% who each year
do not benefit from RR and are referred on for further literacy
supports.

Further evidence that challenges the claims made by May
et al. that RR gains are sustained into the future have been re-
ported by Chapman et al. (2015) in relation to New Zealand re-
sults on the most recent Progress in International Reading Liter-
acy Study (PIRLS; Mullis, Martin, Foy, & Drucker, 2012). A New
Zealand nation-specific question was included in the home-based
“Learning to Read Survey.” Just over 60% of parents or care-
givers (n = 3,400) completed this survey (Chapman et al., 2015).
Parents/caregivers were asked if their child had been placed in
a remedial program. Approximately 15% of parents/caregivers
reported that their child had received remedial reading. Most
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respondents (69%; n = 600) reported that RR was the program
their child had received.

Our analyses of overall mean reading scores revealed a very
large difference between scores for children who had received RR
(M = 493.10; SD = 79.58) compared to those who did not receive
any remedial support for reading (M = 568.05; SD = 79.96). The
75-point difference is equal to almost one standard deviation unit.
In other words, students who had received RR three years earlier
when they were six years old were performing very poorly com-
pared to their same-aged peers who did not require placement in
a remedial program.

To summarize, May et al. (2015) presented no evidence in
support of their claim that gains made in RR are sustained over
time. On the contrary, three New Zealand studies indicate that RR
simply has not achieved its primary goals, at least in New Zealand,
where the program was developed and first implemented. Clay’s
avowal that RR would “clear out of the remedial system all chil-
dren who do not learn to read” (Clay, 1987, p. 169) and the RR
New Zealand’s website claim that RR operates as an “effective pre-
vention strategy against later literacy difficulties” and, therefore,
“may be characterised as an insurance against low literacy levels”
(www.readingrecovery.ac.nz/reading recovery) are false.

Similarly, in Australia, Reynolds and Wheldall (2007) and
Reynolds et al. (2009) have noted that RR is not an ideal choice
for children with specific reading difficulties because the program
does not explicitly target phonological processing skills in a struc-
tured way. The RR program “has not demonstrated that it works
for students who are most at risk of failing to read” (Reynolds
& Wheldall, 2007, p. 213), and “the success of the program ap-
pears to be inversely related to the severity of the reading problem
(Reynolds & Wheldall, 2007, p. 219).

Conclusion

The May et al. (2015) RR scale-up study cannot be taken as evi-
dence that the RR program in the United States is effective. Al-
though the WWC report on the research is very positive (Depart-
ment of Education, 2014), many important features of the study
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were not taken into account by the WWC. We have identified four
key problems with the May et al. study:

1. The i3 scale-up study did not serve the lowest reading achiev-
ers but rather a selected group of low achievers, identified by
procedures that were contrary to Clay’s views and to the Stan-
dards and Guidelines of the Reading Recovery National Council
of America (2009). Had the lowest achievers in each school
been included in the intervention, the results would have been
considerably lower.

2. The control group received different experiences during the
intervention. Nearly 25% received no supplementary instruc-
tion, and the remainder received a range of unspecified group
interventions. Such a comparison involving highly trained RR
teachers in comparison with doing nothing, or having small
group instruction of unknown quality and content, is an unsat-
isfactory method of assessing the effectiveness of an interven-
tion program. It is surprising to us that the WWC would con-
clude that the scale-up study group design standards were met
“without reservation” (U.S. Department of Education, 2014,
p.2), and calls into question the seemingly very narrow require-
ments of the WWC which overlook crucial factors associated
with the nature of the control/comparison processes.

3. The 54.2% rate of successful completion of RR is very modest,
and the referred-on rate for those who were unsuccessful in the
program of 22.4% is relatively high. The headline effect size of
0.69 over represents the effectiveness of the program consid-
ering that many of the poorest readers were not included in
the study, and the comparison process involving a mixture of
alternative control treatments is associated with confounding
factors.

4. The claim by May et al. that RR is a program that leads to sus-
tained literacy learning gains is without foundation. There are
no data in the scale-up study that address this issue. Data else-
where, especially in New Zealand, show that gains achieved by
large numbers of RR students are not sustained between 2 and
4 years following successful completion of the program.

RR may be of some benefit to some children. But there
is clear evidence in the May et al. (2015) study, and in other
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reports (Chapman et al., 2015), that the program is of limited
or no benefit to those children who most need early literacy
supports. There are serious shortcomings and much-needed im-
provements in several aspects of RR, including the theoretical un-
derpinnings of the program, the assessment battery that fails to in-
clude measures of phonological processing skills, and the specific
instructional strategies emphasized in the program (e.g., multiple
cues approach to word identification). Fundamental changes in
all of those areas would very likely improve the effectiveness of
the program, both in terms of outcomes and cost (Church, 2005;
Reynolds & Wheldall, 2007; Tunmer & Chapman, 2003).

It is surprising that those responsible for the oversight of the
RR program appear to be resistant to making changes to the the-
oretical framework, materials, and teaching approach, based on
a wealth of contemporary scientific research, monitoring data,
and follow-up studies, all of which identify significant shortcom-
ings with this program. Instead of spending substantial sums
of money comparing the effectiveness of this intensive one-to-
one intervention program with either doing nothing, or with
unspecified small-group instruction, we urge researchers and
practitioners to consider the following question: Holding the ba-
sic parameters of the RR program constant (namely, that it in-
volves one-to-one instruction for 30 to 40 minutes per day for
12 to 20 weeks by a specially trained teacher and that it supple-
ments regular classroom reading instruction), are the specific pro-
cedures and instructional strategies of RR more effective than any
other one-to-one tutorial (or small group tutoring) programs for
struggling readers? This question seems especially worth pursuing
given the serious concerns that have been raised about the theo-
retical underpinnings of the program.
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