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Reading Recovery, a meaning-based reading program designed for young children at risk of reading failure, is widely 
implemented across the United States. We discuss the recent Reading Recovery $45 million four-year i3-funded scale-
up study that was designed to “cover the expansion of Reading Recovery around the U.S.” (May, Sirinides, Gray, & 
Goldsworthy, 2016, p. 1). While one of the two goals of the study was to determine the long-term impact of Reading 
Recovery, this study, described by its authors as “highly successful” (p. 4), found a “not significant” long-term effect on 
students’ reading skills. Subsequent Reading Recovery publications have failed to mention this “not significant” effect.   
With the exception of year one of the study, there are no publicly available test score data for the students when they 
were in Grades 2 or 3. Further, it appears that the actual lowest achieving students (special education students, students 
retained in first grade, and others) were systematically excluded from Reading Recovery instruction. Overall, there is 
very limited evidence of Reading Recovery’s efficacy as an effective long-term reading intervention. We discuss the 
limitations of the Reading Recovery approach, how Reading Recovery can be improved, and strongly recommend that 
schools do not adopt this program unless it incorporates all components of evidence-based reading instruction.  

 
Keywords:  Reading Wars, Reading Recovery, whole language, code, phonemic awareness, phonics, early intervention, 
long-term impact, balanced literacy, special education, grade retention, sample size, researcher-made tests, standardized 
tests, conflicts of interest, not significant, lowest achieving, special education, cost

Reading is the most essential skill children learn upon 
entering school and forms the basis for all learning that 
follows. The unfortunate reality is that over 30% of fourth 
graders in the United States read below the basic level, 
and 69% read below the proficient level (National Center 
for Educational Statistics, March 2017). Research has 
established that the majority of children who enter school at 
risk for reading failure can learn to read at average or above-
average levels with early identification and systematic, 
intensive instruction in phonemic awareness, phonics, 
reading fluency, vocabulary, and reading comprehension 
strategies (Torgesen, 2002).

Controversies about how reading should be taught 
have persisted for many decades (Lane, 2014). The debate, 
often dubbed the “reading wars,” has focused mostly 
on whether early reading instruction should emphasize 

the code (i.e., phonics instruction), meaning (i.e., whole 
language), or both (i.e., balanced literacy). 

This paper critically examines Reading Recovery, a 
meaning-based program for children at risk for developing 
reading difficulties during the early years of schooling. The 
historical background of the program is presented, followed 
by the results of a recent $45 million U.S. government-
funded scale-up study. Next, the training provided to 
teachers in this study is discussed, along with student 
selection practices, progress monitoring and outcome 
measures, and costs. Current evidence-based findings and 
practices and how Reading Recovery can be improved are 
then discussed. The review concludes with our position 
regarding the adoption of the Reading Recovery program 
in U.S. schools. 
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Reading Recovery Background
Reading Recovery was developed in New Zealand by 

Marie Clay in the 1970s to complement the whole language 
approach to reading instruction in that country. The 
program was adopted by most English language countries 
following its introduction throughout New Zealand in the 
1980s. The program was introduced to the U.S. in 1984 by 
Gay Su Pinnell and Charlotte Huck of Ohio State University 
(OSU), and is now widely implemented across the country.  
In the 2015–16 school year in the U.S., Reading Recovery 
reached 42,442 first graders in 3,447 school buildings from 
1,109 school districts in 43 states (Ohio State University, 
2016a).

Reading Recovery in North America is governed 
by the Reading Recovery Council of North America 
(RRCNA). The standards and guidelines of the RRCNA 
state that Reading Recovery is designed for children who 
are the lowest achievers in the class/age group (2015, p. 6). 
The program’s underlying principle is that individualized, 
“short-term, highly responsive instruction delivered 
by an expert can disrupt the trajectory of low literacy 
achievement, produce accelerated gains, and enable 
students to catch up to their peers and sustain achievement 
at grade level into the future” (May et al., 2015, p. 549).

Each Reading Recovery lesson consists of reading 
familiar books, reading yesterday’s new book and taking 
a running record, working with letters and/or words using 
magnetic letters, writing a story, assembling a cut-up story, 
and reading a new book. (Reading Recovery Council of 
North America, 2016e).

The program, however, was developed prior to 
contemporary scientific research on how children learn to 
read. Nonetheless, as Chapman and Tunmer (2016) noted, 
Reading Recovery has become the most widely used early 
intervention program in the world for young children 
at risk for developing reading difficulties. However, the 
program has been questioned by reading scientists for 
many years  (Chapman & Tunmer, 2015, 2016; Denton, 
Ciancio, & Fletcher, 2006; Shanahan, 2014; Travers, 2017; 
Tunmer, Chapman, Greaney, Prochnow, & Arrow, 2013). 
According to Wrightslaw (n.d.), 30 leading international 
reading researchers issued an “open letter” in 2002 which 
stated that Reading Recovery does not provide explicit 
instruction in phonics and phonemic awareness and has 
not met the needs of those lowest performing students. 
While a 2002 Reading Recovery response to this open 
letter made frequent references to its instruction in these 
foundational skills (Reading Recovery Council of North 
America, 2002), there has been no mention of these skills 
in the Reading Recovery or Literacy Lessons Standards and 
Guidelines to the present day (Reading Recovery Council 
of North America. 2015b, 2015c) or in their 2016 and 2017 

national conferences (Reading Recovery Council of North 
America 2015a. 2016c).

In 2014, a comprehensive Reading Recovery Evaluation 
(2004-2014) from a Wisconsin school district determined 
that Reading Recovery students demonstrated low MAP 
(Measuring Academic Progress) reading proficiency later 
in their academic careers. Further, students in need of the 
most literacy support in Grade 1 remained among those 
needing the most support in later grades, even if they 
were successfully discontinued from Reading Recovery 
(Madison Metropolitan School District, 2014, p. 5)  

Reading Recovery Four-Year i3 Scale-Up Study
In an attempt to provide stronger evidence in support 

of the effectiveness of Reading Recovery, an Investing in 
Innovation (i3) grant to the OSU from the U.S. Department 
of Education’s Office of Innovation and Improvement in 
2010 provided $45 million in funding for a four-year study 
to scale-up the expansion of Reading Recovery around 
the U.S. The evaluation of the study was conducted by 
the Consortium for Policy Research in Education (CPRE) 
at the University of Pennsylvania in collaboration with 
the Center for Research in Education and Social Policy 
(CRESP) at the University of Delaware (May, Sirinides, 
Gray, & Goldsworthy, 2016).

The Reading Recovery i3 scale-up included nearly 
61,992 randomized students and 3,747 teachers in more 
than 1,200 schools over four years (May et al., 2016; 
Reading Recovery Council of North America, 2016d).  
According to the final report, this scale-up “was one of 
the most ambitious and well-documented expansions of 
an instructional program in U.S. history, and it was highly 
successful” (May et al., p. 4).  

Yet the results of Reading Recovery’s long-term (i.e., 
Grade 3) impact on the reading level of the initial first 
grade cohort were disappointing. May et al. (2016, p. 3) 
found that “the impact estimate produced by this analysis 
was not significant [emphasis added],” but also noted that 
there was insufficient data to produce a conclusive result.  
They went on to explain that third grade state assessment 
data for the 2012–13 cohort of students would be available 
in fall 2015, and grade 3 assessment data for the 2013–14 
cohort were to be available in fall 2016. This data has not 
been made available.

Post-2016 Reading Recovery publications, conference 
programs, and grant application (Rodgers, 2016; Ohio 
State University, 2016; Reading Recovery Council of North 
America, 2015a, 2016c, 2015d) do not refer to the “not 
significant” long-term impact reported in the final i3 scale-
up report (May et al., 2016). Given the goals of the i3 study, 
publicity around the project and the large commitment 
of taxpayer funding to implement Reading Recovery, it is 
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noteworthy that this nonsignificant finding has not been 
further discussed.

According to an email from one of the report’s authors, 
a Senior Researcher for CPRE, more taxpayer funding will 
be required to obtain these data (P.M. Sirinides, personal 
communication, October 17, 2016). This is particularly 
unsettling considering that one of the two main goals of 
the initial $45 million grant was to provide experimental 
evidence of the short- and long-term impacts of Reading 
Recovery by measuring the impact of Reading Recovery 
over grades 2 and 3 (May et al., 2016). 

In response to an email inquiry (H. May, personal 
communication, October 14, 2016) regarding the 
availability of the promised 2015 and 2016 long-term 
impact data, we received a copy of the project abstract for 
An Efficacy Follow-Up Study of the Long-Term Effects 
of Reading Recovery under the i3 Scale-Up (October 20, 
2016). According to this abstract, submitted to the U.S. 
Institute of Education Sciences (IES) for additional funding, 
the i3 scale-up project yielded no conclusive information 
about the sustainability of any impacts beyond Grade 1. 
However, this observation in the application for funding 
appears to be at odds with the final 2016 i3 study report. 
This report did indeed provide this information (May et 
al., 2016, p. 3) which acknowledged that the 2011–12 long-
term results were not significant.

It is perplexing that a $45 million, 4-year study 
did not include additional data points to determine 
the long-term program impact of Reading Recovery 
instruction. Additional pre-post long-term data could 
have been collected on second and third grade students by 
administering other measures used by Reading Recovery 
(e.g., Iowa Tests of Basic Skills (ITBS) and/or Slosson Oral 
Reading Test). Indeed, the Project Narrative submitted to 
the U.S. Department of Education by Reading Recovery 
in 2010 specified that all students in first grade would be 
assessed using the Slosson Oral Reading Test  at the end of 
each school year (U.S. Department of Education Reading 
Recovery Project Narrative, 2010, p. 30). Slosson scores 
were not reported in any of the i3 reports.

Chapman and Tunmer (2016), in their critique of the 
i3 scale-up study, noted that “After three decades of Reading 
Recovery, there is virtually no empirical evidence to indicate 
that successful completions in Reading Recovery result in 
sustained literacy achievement gains [emphasis added, 
p. 8)]”. Indeed, despite the significant funding under the 
i3 program, the May et al. (2016) study has been unable 
to provide any evidence regarding sustained literacy 
achievement gains following placement of students in the 
Reading Recovery program.

Literacy Lessons as Primary Text for Teachers in 
Reading Recovery i3 Scale-Up Coursework

Teachers recruited for the Reading Recovery i3 scale-
up study used Marie Clay’s 2005 Literacy Lessons™ Designed 
for Individuals, Parts One and Two (Clay, 2005a; 2005b) 
as the primary text for their training (May et al., 2015). 
An examination of these two handbooks and Reading 
Recovery documents raises important questions about 
the training of Reading Recovery teachers in the i3 scale-
up study. According to OSU’s Literacy Lessons overview, 
Literacy Lessons professional development does not result 
in Reading Recovery certification (Ohio State University, 
2013). Further, there are concerns regarding the students 
Literacy Lessons is designed to serve and the unsettling 
confusion surrounding one-to-one vs. group instruction.

The Literacy Lessons Standards and Guidelines in the 
U.S. clearly state that the main purpose of Literacy Lessons 
is to support the needs of students in grades 1-4 who 
require special education  and English Language Learners 
who are considered not to be eligible for Reading Recovery 
(Reading Recovery Council of North America, 2015c).  It 
does not appear that students selected for the i3 Reading 
Recovery study were special education students or English 
language learners.    

There is a clear distinction between Literacy Lessons’ 
requirement for instruction to be individually designed and 
delivered (Reading Recovery Council of North America, 
2015c) and the way this program is marketed. A Reading 
Recovery promotional publication, Increase Literacy 
Expertise in Schools, clearly states that the Literacy Lessons 
protocol is intended for “small groups and classrooms 
outside the one-to-one individual lessons” (Reading 
Recovery Council of North America, 2016a, 2016b, p. 2). 

This exclusion from one-to-one Reading Recovery 
instruction would be logical if these students were 
initially provided with explicit and systematic instruction 
in foundational reading skills (phonemic awareness, 
phonological awareness, and word-level decoding skills). 
Unless these students receive such evidence-based 
foundational instruction as the first step in their reading 
instruction, and until they have mastered these prerequisite 
skills, they will not become proficient readers (Chapman & 
Tunmer, 2016). 

Reading Recovery Student Selection: First Grade 
Referral and Retention Practices

Marie Clay contended that Reading Recovery is 
designed for children who are the lowest achievers (Clay, 
M. 1991, p. 60).

In the i3 Year One Report, CPRE researchers noted 
that many teachers reported that school and Reading 
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Recovery policies did not allow for placement in the 
Reading Recovery program if students had Individualized 
Education Plans (IEPs) for special education services, or 
who had repeated grade 1 (May et al., 2013).  The 2014 year 
two i3 report confirmed that “some schools and districts 
choose to exclude groups of students (e.g., students with 
IEPs or those repeating first grade) from receiving Reading 
Recovery” (May et al, 2014, p. 47).

This practice is contrary to Reading Recovery North 
American Trainers Group’s (Reading Recovery of North 
America, 2015) Rationales and Guidelines for Selecting 
the Lowest-Achieving First-Grade Students for Reading 
Recovery publication, which quoted Clay’s observations 
that principals have wanted to exclude certain categories 
of children to allow places for those children who are 
thought to derive the most benefit from the program. 
It was emphasized by Clay that Reading Recovery was 
specifically designed for the lowest achieving children in 
a class or age group. She was adamant that “Exceptions are 
not made for children with lower intelligence, for second-
language children,” or for children with a range of other 
special needs or disabilities, including exclusion of those 
with learning disabilities (Clay, 1991, p. 1). However, 
exceptions apparently have been made for students who 
have been retained in first grade with the following caveat: 
Children retained in grade 1 receive an additional year of 
schooling, which effectively provides further intervention 
(Reading Recovery Council of North American Trainers 
Group, 2015). However, a struggling reader will not benefit 
from retention in grade 1 if that experience involves the 
same type of literacy instruction that initially has failed to 
help the child  progress (National Association of School 
Psychologists, 2011).

The 2013 scale-up, year-one report also stated (May et 
al., 2013): 

Data collection is also underway for a non-
experimental study of changes in grade retention 
and special education referral rates for first 
graders…Data from this study of retention and 
referral will be pooled across multiple cohorts of 
i3 schools, and included in the final evaluation 
report. (p. 34)

This pooled data was not reported in the 2016 final i3 
evaluation report.

Reading Recovery trainers must be aware of the 
decades of research studies on grade retention that show 
that students in kindergarten through second grade have 
the highest rates of retention across the country (Merrow, 
2004), and that the most common reason for student 
retention is academic failure, usually when a student is 
having reading difficulty in Grades 1 through 5 (Picklo & 

Christenson, 2005). Further, taxpayers should know that 
the annual cost of retaining 2.3% of the 50 million students 
enrolled in American schools exceeds $12 billion. (West, 
2012).  Finally, results of a meta-analysis comprising nearly 
700 analyses of achievement, from over 80 studies during 
the past 75 years, “do not support the use of grade retention 
as an early intervention to enhance academic achievement” 
(Tingle, Schoeneberger, & Algozzine, 2012, pp. 181–182).

Paradoxically, despite Reading Recovery’s assertion 
that first grade retention amounts to an intervention 
because of the additional year of schooling , the Principal’s 
guide to Reading Recovery (Reading Recovery Council 
of North America, 2012, p. 11) stated that the research 
evidence is strong in showing that children making slow 
progress do not catch up with their grade-level peers as a 
result of grade retention. 

Rather than using grade retention to achieve reading 
gains, educators must instead employ evidence-based 
instruction and frequent, ongoing evidence-based 
measures of progress to guide each child’s instruction  
(Foorman  et al., 2016; Lane, 2014). Reading Recovery does 
not administer commonly used standardized measures 
such as DIBELS (Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early 
Literacy Skills) to measure ongoing early reading progress.  

Measuring Progress
According to Reading Recovery’s Standards and 

Guidelines (2015d), the lowest achieving students are 
selected for Reading Recovery and are assessed solely 
with Marie Clay’s Observation Survey of Early Literacy 
Achievement (OS), a non-standard researcher-developed 
assessment.  

In addition the Observation Survey, The Standards and 
Guidelines of Literacy Lessons in the United States (Reading 
Recovery Council of North America, 2015c) also require 
the administration of the Slosson Oral Reading Test as a 
standardized oral reading fluency measure. Further, the 
Reading Recovery “Project Narrative” submitted to the 
U.S. Department of Education in 2010 for i3 funding 
specified that all grade 1 students will be assessed at the 
end of each school year using the Slosson Oral Reading 
Test (U.S. Department of Education, 2010, p. 30).  Slosson 
assessment scores were not reported in any of the i3 reports. 
Pre/post testing using the Slosson or similar standardized 
measures of early reading skills would have provided 
progress monitoring and outcome measures in addition 
to the Observation Survey of Early Literacy Achievement 
(OS) pre-post testing and ITBS post-testing.  

The final i3 scale-up report (May et al., 2016) stated 
that there were consistently larger impacts on Clay’s 
Observation Survey of Early Literacy Achievement (OS) 
results than on the Iowa Test of Basic Skills (ITBS). Yet, 
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while OS pretest and posttest data were obtained, neither 
ITBS nor Slosson pretest data or progress monitoring data 
were reported from the 2nd and 3rd grade study sample 
making it impossible to determine the longer term impact 
of Reading Recovery. 

As Denton, Ciancio, and Fletcher (2006) reported, 
“when the OS subtests are scored as recommended in 
the manual, they are not suitable for program evaluation” 
(Abstract). They recommended caution in using subtest 
scores for diagnostic purposes or for monitoring progress. 

The conclusion of the year-two i3 report indicated 
that Reading Recovery teacher leaders and training center 
directors reported that the best way to secure school and 
district commitment to Reading Recovery is to show 
evidence of student growth, and that student outcomes 
data is the essential tool in both recruitment and retention 
of schools and teachers (May et al., 2014). Yet, the final i3 
scale-up report concluded that, while showing value was 
important for Reading Recovery, “it is not always true that 
student data can make the case for the program [emphasis 
added]” (May et al., 2016, p. 146).  

Reading Recovery and the What Works Clearinghouse 
and the i3 Study

Since 2002, the What Works Clearinghouse (WWC) 
in the Institute of Education Sciences (IES) within the 
U.S. Department of Education has reviewed research on 
educational programs, products, practices, and policies in 
order to provide educators with the information they need 
to make evidence-based decisions. 

In 2008 and 2013, Reading Recovery received 
very positive reviews from the WWC (What Works 
Clearinghouse, 2008, 2013). The August 2016 WWC single-
study analysis of the final 2016 RR i3 Scale-up evaluation 
report determined that this study “meets WWC standards 
without reservations” (What Works Clearinghouse, 2016, 
p.4).  This single-case review stated that lessons are only 
provided by certified Reading Recovery-trained teachers 
who have been trained in accordance with the Standards 
and Guidelines of Reading Recovery in the United States, 
6th edition (Study Details).  Yet, one must question how 
a study can meet standards “without reservations” when 
the Literacy Lessons training provided to teachers does 
not result in Reading Recovery certification (Ohio State 
University, 2013, p. 1), the results for the long-term impact 
of Reading Recovery were not significant, and when 
student selection was one of the areas in which inadequate 
adherence to the Standards and Guidelines were known 
from the early stages of the project (May et al., 2014, pp. 
43–44; May et al., 2016, p. 25).

Cheung and Slavin (2016) have identified a number of 
difficult issues in education research, especially regarding 

sample sizes and nonstandardized researcher-made tests 
that might introduce bias into study outcomes. According 
to Cheung and Slavin (2016, p. 286), studies with small 
sample sizes (less than 250 subjects) produced almost 
twice the effect sizes of those with large sample sizes (250 
or more subjects).  Further, the average effect size of studies 
that used researcher-developed measures was two and a 
half times larger than that of studies that used independent 
outcome measures. Cheung and Slavin (2016, p. 290) 
went on to recommend that reviewers should exclude 
researcher-developed measures and should insist on large, 
randomized evaluations to validate promising programs. 

There are growing concerns about conflicts of interest 
in WWC procedures, standards, and reviews (Cheung & 
Slavin (2016); Simons et al. (2016).  The current WWC 
Procedures and Standards Handbook (WWC, 2014, p. 
A.4) states, “Studies that have been conducted by the 
developer of an intervention do not fall under this conflict 
of interest policy. Therefore, the WWC does not exclude 
studies conducted or outcomes created by the developer of 
the product being reviewed.”

In 2008, an independent research panel was charged 
by a U.S. Senate subcommittee with determining whether 
the Clearinghouse’s evidence review process and reports 
are scientifically valid in view the significant financial 
investment made in the Clearinghouse. The panel 
recommendations (Brown et al., 2009) issued cautions 
regarding researcher-developed outcome measures. This 
research panel also recommended that WWC establish a 
new protocol to keep track of potential conflicts of interest, 
such as cases where a study is funded or conducted by a 
program developer.

A recent journal analysis (Simons et al., 2016) found 
that the WWC Handbook exempted the developer of 
an intervention from conflict of interest restrictions. 
As a result, many WWC-endorsed interventions were 
conducted by people or companies who potentially could 
have profited from those endorsements. According to 
Simons, et al., “The consequences of this exception are not 
trivial” (emphasis added, p. 170). 

In its 2013 Reading Recovery review, the WWC 
reviewed 79 studies on the reading skills of beginning 
readers. Seventy-six studies did not meet WWC evidence 
standards. Only three Reading Recovery studies met the 
WWC evidence standards without reservations. Two 
studies were conducted by OSU developers (Pinnell et al.) 
who brought the Reading Recovery program to the U.S. 
from New Zealand in 1984. The third study, funded by 
Reading Recovery Council of North America (RRCNA), 
was conducted by a research consultant for the RRCNA 
(Schwartz, 2005). Further, all three Reading Recovery 
studies used small sample sizes (less than 250 students) 
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and based results on a researcher-developed test, Clay’s 
Observation Survey of Early Literacy Achievement (OS).

Cheung and Slavin concluded that “the impacts of 
these differences (small sample size, nonstandardized 
researcher-made tests, and conflicts of interests) are no 
longer academic” and point out that reported differences 
are potentially misleading for educators and policy makers 
and can serve to promote gaming the system by publishers 
and developers to make their programs seem more effective 
than they really are.

Balanced Literacy  
For many years, Moats has stressed that whole 

language continues to pervade textbooks for teachers and 
instructional materials for students. Many state agencies 
and school districts embrace “balanced” reading instruction 
with the implication that the best of both whole-language 
and code-based instruction have been successfully 
combined.  Unfortunately, this “balanced” approach refers 
to the incidental, not the explicit, systematic teaching of 
the code. (Moats, 1999, p.13).  

Shanahan (Shanahan on Literacy, 2014, October 
31) recently suggested, “Want to win an argument 
about literacy? Just claim your approach is ‘balanced’…. 
Unfortunately, ‘balance’ too often means that kids don’t get 
substantial explicit instruction in phonological awareness, 
phonics, vocabulary, spelling, handwriting, oral reading 
fluency, reading comprehension, or writing. Studies show 
repeatedly that explicit instruction in these is beneficial 
in moving kids forward in literacy learning….” Shanahan 
concluded that “it is time that we retire the balanced 
literacy.”

Travers (2017, p. 201) cites the argument to moderation, 
the belief that “the truth is somewhere between two claims 
despite the amount or quality of evidence” as an example 
of false reasoning often seen in pseudoscientific thinking.  
Travers asserts that balanced literacy is a very good 
example of how an appeal to moderation fallacy can lead 
to beliefs about reading instruction that are not supported 
by the overwhelming body of scientific evidence.

Impact of Literacy Skills on the Emotional Well-
being of Young Children

Early instruction in explicit foundational reading 
skills also has a strong impact on the emotional well-being 
of young children. A recent study, Kindergarten Reading 
Skill Level and Change as Risk Factors for Chronic Problem 
Behavior (McIntosh, Sadler, & Brown, 2012) concluded 
that a phonological awareness measure at the end of 
kindergarten was a significant predictor of multiple office 
discipline referrals in Grade 5. The study concluded with 
this critical message: “If schools do not teach literacy skills 

from the start of kindergarten, negative trajectories may be 
harder to change” (p. 26). 

Cost Concerns
When many school administrators in the i3 study 

expressed concerns about the considerable cost of the 
Reading Recovery program, an i3 scale-up report stated 
that more specific cost-effectiveness results would be 
available in the final year of the project (May et al., 2015). 
The final 2016 i3 report revealed that while the i3 grant 
funded training and materials, it did not pay the newly 
trained teachers’ salaries. Many school and district 
administrators found the expense very challenging (May 
et al, 2016). A comprehensive 2014 Reading Recovery 
evaluation by a Wisconsin school district that provided 
Reading Recovery instruction to students from 2004-05 
to 2013-14 determined that the annual cost of Reading 
Recovery was approximately $1 million per year with 
95-99% of that cost coming from salary and benefits for 
Reading Recovery teachers (Madison Metropolitan School 
District, 2014).

The 2002 open letter from international reading 
researchers concluded, “Reading Recovery is not a 
productive investment of taxpayer money” (Wrightslaw, 
n.d.).  

Current Evidence-Based Findings and Practices
What evidence exists regarding effective instruction for 

beginning readers? The comprehensive National Reading 
Panel Report (2000) identified phonemic awareness and 
letter knowledge as the two best school-entry predictors of 
how well children will learn to read during their first two 
years in school.  

Indeed, Clay (2005b) confirmed that phonemic 
awareness is essential for developing competence in word 
recognition. She stated that some children struggle with 
separating the sounds of spoken language. Yet, structured, 
systematic training in phonemic and phonological 
awareness has not been part of Reading Recovery teachers’ 
professional development and there has been no mention 
of these skills in the Reading Recovery Standards and 
Guidelines, 2015 or the  2016 or 2017 Reading Recovery 
conferences (Reading Recovery Council of North America. 
2015a, 2016c). 

As Vellutino, Fletcher, Snowling, and Scanlon (2004) 
noted, there is an abundance of research to show that 
deficits in phonological coding are the core of reading 
difficulties experienced by most beginning readers. They 
also asserted that “phonological skills carry greater weight 
as determinants of beginning reading ability than do 
semantic and syntactic skills [emphasis added]” (p. 30), 
whereas semantic (meaning found in actual text) and 
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syntactic (the way that words are assembled and sentences 
are constructed) skills carry greater weight than do 
phonological skills in more advanced readers. Surprisingly, 
a recent Reading Recovery briefing paper (Reading 
Recovery Council of North America, 2015b) cited this 
Vellutino et al. research summary but neglected to include 
its finding of the importance of phonological processing 
skills, and lesser importance of semantic and syntactic 
skills for beginning readers. This omission is likely due to 
the fact that Reading Recovery is a meaning-based reading 
program that does not accept the fundamental importance 
of explicit and systematic instruction in the foundation 
language-related skills as necessary (but not sufficient) for 
successful reading acquisition. 

In line with Vellutino et al. (2004), Pearson (2004, 
p. 10) noted that the overwhelming evidence shows that 
phonemic awareness is a necessary but not sufficient 
condition for the development of decoding and reading 
skills, and that children who possess high degrees of 
phonemic awareness in kindergarten or early first grade are 
very likely to be good readers throughout their elementary 
school careers. Unfortunately, many young readers do not 
“catch” the alphabetic principle by simple immersion in 
print or by listening to others read aloud. 

Consistent with the recommendations of the National 
Reading Panel (2000) and Pearson (2004), a July 2016 
What Works Clearinghouse (WWC) Practice Guide on 
Foundational Skills to Support Reading for Understanding 
in Kindergarten Through 3rd Grade (Foorman et al., 2016) 
presented four recommendations and corresponding 
levels of evidence for all K-3 students. Only two of the four 
instructional practices were found to have strong evidence 
of effectiveness. These were the need to develop in students 
an awareness of the segments of sounds in speech and how 
they link to letters, and to explicitly teach students to decode 
words, analyze word parts, and write and recognize words 
(Foorman  et al., 1997). The evidence for this conclusion is 
overwhelming, compelling, and too often ignored.  A 2014 
report, Evidence-Based Reading Instruction for Grades K-5 
(Lane, 2014) pointed out that: 

Although alphabet knowledge, print awareness, 
phonemic awareness, word recognition, and 
reading fluency are all critical and necessary 
aspects of literacy, they are insufficient for 
reading proficiency. The purpose of reading is to 
understand text, so instruction must go beyond 
these basic skills. Knowledge of the meanings 
of words in text (vocabulary) and having a 
repertoire of strategies for accessing the author’s 
meaning (comprehension) are both essential for 
understanding. (p. 16)

For this reason, the What Works Clearinghouse has 
a companion to its foundational skills practice guide 
for all students: Improving Reading Comprehension 
in Kindergarten through 3rd Grade: A Practice Guide 
(Shanahan et al., 2010). While this guide, like Reading 
Recovery, focuses on comprehension instruction, it 
also emphasizes the necessary but not sufficient need 
for explicit instruction in word level skills (phonemic 
awareness, phonics, and fluency) for reading proficiency. 
There are no references to Reading Recovery in this WWC 
practice guide. 

Reading Recovery Outcomes Can be Improved
Reading Recovery is a meaning-based program that 

focuses on comprehension skills, the ultimate goal of skilled 
reading.  However, research has repeatedly established that 
strong foundational skills are essential prerequisites to this 
goal.

In 2015, Chapman and Tunmer asserted that: 

…the effectiveness of Reading Recovery could 
be improved considerably by incorporating 
into the program more intensive and explicit 
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. (pp. 9–11)

They argued that if the Reading Recovery program is 
not changed to incorporate strategies that reflect current 
scientific research on early reading interventions, the 
program should be replaced by more up-to-date approaches. 
They added that more effective literacy instruction during 
children’s first year in school should reduce the demand for 
wait-to-fail, expensive programs like Reading Recovery. 

The $45 million i3 scale-up study (May et al., 2016) 
provided an ideal opportunity for Reading Recovery 
to incorporate these contemporary research-based 
interventions into young children’s reading instruction 
from their first months in school, conceivably resulting 
in much stronger long-term results. Unfortunately, this 
opportunity has not been pursued.

Literacy in the United States
The National Assessment of Educational Progress 

has continued to find that over 30% of fourth graders 
in the United States read below the basic level, and 69% 
read below the proficient level (National Center for 
Educational Statistics, 2017). The most recent PISA 
(Programme for International Assessment) results place 
U.S. high school students’ literacy scores in 24th place 
internationally (Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
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and Development, 2016). Yet research has established that 
90% to 95% of young readers can improve reading skills to 
within the average range with evidence-based classroom 
instruction and intensive interventions (Lyon, Fletcher, 
Torgesen, & Shaywitz, 2004).  

Of all children identified as learning disabled in U.S. 
schools, 80% are primarily impaired in reading, and 90% 
of these children have problems with the development 
of phonemic awareness and decoding skills (Foorman, 
Fletcher, & Francis, 1997). These students will not benefit 
from either Reading Recovery or Literacy Lessons because 
both are “wait to fail” programs that do not provide early 
explicit instruction in foundational skills. For children to 
approach the levels of their peers and maintain achievement 
at grade level in the future (May et al., 2015), they must be 
identified at school entry (Tunmer et al., 2013), preferably 
beginning in kindergarten or before. Reading Recovery 
initiates instruction in late first grade; Literacy Lessons is 
intended for children in need of special education or ESL 
in grades 1-4. 

In the U.S., schools continue to be permitted to identify 
children with learning disabilities by the determination 
of a “severe discrepancy” between intellectual ability and 
academic achievement. The IQ-discrepancy criterion is 
potentially harmful to students as it results in delaying 
intervention until the student’s achievement is sufficiently 
low that the discrepancy is achieved. This is a “wait to fail” 
model that often results in children not being identified 
for special education intervention until third grade or later 
when it would be very difficult to close the achievement 
gap (Wright & Wright, 2011).

Difficulties with phonemic awareness and phonics are 
hallmarks of dyslexia. As Denton (2010) noted, the most 
common type of reading disability by far is dyslexia (Slide 
34). According to a recent article, “Dyslexia Laws in the 
USA: An update:”

As of December 2015, 28 states had statewide 
dyslexia laws, 6 states had initiatives or 
resolutions related to dyslexia, and 14 states 
had handbooks or resource guides to inform 
parents and educators about proper procedures 
for students in public and private educational 
settings (Youman and Mather, 2015, p. 10).

Reading Recovery teachers are not trained to provide 
explicit and systematic instruction in the essential 
foundational components of reading. 

We agree with Pearson (2004) when he reported, “The 
problems we face are too vexing to limit ourselves to a 
single methodology or epistemology…We surely need to 
know what works, but we also need to know why it works, 
for whom, and under what conditions” (p. 22).

Rather than disputing specific best methods for 
teaching reading to struggling young children, these 
children would be better served if the discussion were 
framed in terms of the components of effective reading 
instruction each child needs at any given time in his/her 
academic career. 

That said, there are several necessary building 
blocks for effective reading instruction agreed upon in 
the scientific research literature on reading acquisition: 
phonemic awareness, alphabetic decoding, automatic word 
recognition, text fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension 
strategies. Children must master foundational skills before 
they can acquire higher level reading skills. Each of these 
building blocks is a necessary but not sufficient requirement 
for developing effective reading skills and should first be 
taught within the core curriculum to all children from the 
time they enter school.  Instruction for each student should 
be based on effective and valid assessments and ongoing 
progress monitoring.

Where We Stand as Educators, Parents, 
and Tax-Paying Citizens

In an increasingly complex and technological world, 
students must become literate and informed citizens in 
order to adapt to accelerating changes in the workplace 
and society as a whole. It begins with reading.

The recommendations in the 2016 What Works 
Clearinghouse Foundational Skills Practice Guide (Foorman 
et al., 2016) and its companion practice guide on Reading 
Comprehension (Shanahan et al., 2010) with the emphasis 
on a complete reading program, apply to all K-3 students. 
If all K-3 students were taught with evidence-based 
methodology from their first days in school, there would 
be far fewer students who would need to be retained in first 
grade or need special education. Costs to school districts 
would be substantially reduced (Farrall, n.d.). Discipline 
referrals would decline (McIntosh, Sadler, & Brown, 2012). 
And, best of all, the self-esteem of struggling readers would 
rise and they would indeed be “college and career ready” 
upon graduation.

If advocates for Reading Recovery cannot accept the 
overwhelming scientific evidence regarding the need 
for strong foundational components of early reading 
instruction and evidence-based training of teachers in 
these skills, appropriate student and program evaluation 
measures, sustainable positive long-term outcomes 
and reasonable costs, then we, as educators, parents of 
children with reading disabilities, and taxpayers, strongly 
recommend that schools do not adopt the Reading 
Recovery program.
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