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This refreshed version of our article by
the same title (Lose & Konstantellou,
2005) aims to supplement that publica-
tion with research and scholarly articles
that reiterate the key selection criteria
put forth both in our original paper
and in the subsequent revision of the
Standards and Guidelines of Reading
Recovery in
the United
States
(2017). Since
the first
publica-
tion of the
article, the North American Trainers
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Group reaffirmed fundamental
understandings and offered guidance to
schools and Reading Recovery® profes-
sionals about the selection of children
(Standards and Guidelines, 2017,
Appendix C), thus reinforcing Reading
Recovery’s commitment to the provi-
sion of the intervention for our schools’
lowest-achieving first-grade students
without exception.

Additionally, we address certain recent
developments that relate to selecting
children for the Reading Recovery
intervention, such as the debate

over whether children identified as
dyslexic may be served and how the
Literacy Lessons® intervention works
together with Reading Recovery to
further address the needs of the lowest-
achieving students. However, and very
importantly, the main premise of our
original article—Reading Recovery’s
resolute commitment to the selection
of the lowest-achieving students for
service—has not changed.

Whether just establishing Reading
Recovery and its development in
other languages (Descubriendo la
Lectura/DLL, Intervention préven-
tive en lecture-écriture/IPLE),
expanding the program toward

full coverage, or maintaining a
mature implementation, a range

of questions commonly arises
around the selection of children for
Reading Recovery service. These are
among the most commonly asked
questions:

o Why don’t we serve more
children by selecting the
higher end of the lowest-
achieving group? Won't they
make faster progress than the
children with the very low-
est scores who will end up in
special education anyway?

o Should we serve children
who have been or soon will
be identified as learning
disabled? What about chil-
dren who are identified as
dyslexic?

o Why not exclude children
with attendance problems
and save the space for chil-
dren we know will come
to school?

o Because there are so many
students who need to be
served, shouldn’t we wait
until the English learners
become proficient in
English first?
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In addition, schools are often faced
with a variety of other challenging
situations when deciding which
children should be selected for
Reading Recovery. As a result, the
following questions are also often
raised when faced with student
selection decisions:

o Shouldn’t we serve only the
children whose parents are
willing to provide home
support?

o Why don’t we give children
an extra year of kindergar-
ten or first grade so they can
mature and learn to respond
to classroom instruction?

« Do we have to select
children who did not attend
kindergarten?

« Wouldn't it be better to
save Reading Recovery for
students who are likely to
establish residency in our
community?

o Because they are disruptive,
shouldn’t we exclude students
with behavioral or emotional
problems?

« Should we select children
with physical, mental, or
sensory challenges?

Regardless of the questions an
individual school faces, research
clearly indicates that if struggling
readers and writers are left without
individual specialist help even
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for a few weeks it will be much
harder to unlearn inefficient ways
of responding to print (Doyle, 2019;
Juel, 1988; Pianta, 1990; Slavin et
al.,, 1992). In addition, such children
will find it difficult to respond

to classroom literacy instruction
and will fall even further behind
their average performing peers.
Therefore, responding appropriately
to the above questions is vital for
administrators, classroom teachers,
and Reading Recovery profession-
als. If some children are excluded
from service they will never receive
the intervention, or they will have
their Reading Recovery lessons
unnecessarily delayed until later in
first grade. Equally, for school teams
who select children based on careful
responses to the above questions,

a clear opportunity exists to spoil
the predictions of failure for these
lowest achievers.

In this article we (a) present the
rationale for the selection of the low-
est achievers for Reading Recovery
service, (b) respond to the above
questions concerning the challenges
to the inclusion of certain children,
(c) discuss the student selection pro-
cess and the role of the school team,
and (d) propose four core principles
schools need to embrace to maxi-
mize the chances that the children
who need Reading Recovery will
receive the intervention.

We add an important caveat to any
discussion of issues around student
selection. Questions about excluding
particular children most often arise
when a school does not have an ade-
quate number of Reading Recovery
teachers to serve all students who
need the intervention. “A school or
district has reached full coverage or
full implementation when sufficient

time and teacher support is avail-
able to serve all identified children”
(A Site Coordinator’s Guide to the
Effective Implementation of Reading
Recovery, 2021, p. 31). In the process
of achieving full implementa-

tion, full coverage in one or two
classrooms will quickly allow
schools, teachers, and their students
to experience for themselves the
benefits of Reading Recovery. This is
a temporary measure that prevents
the school from “spreading support
thinly or attempting to provide
coverage equally (e.g., one Reading
Recovery teacher per school regard-
less of size or need)” (p. 32). As
schools move towards full coverage,
many problems including questions
of exclusion from student selection
disappear (Schmitt et al., 2005).

Rationale for Selection
of the Lowest-Achieving
Children for Reading

Recovery

Reading Recovery is designed to
serve the lowest-achieving first-
grade children without exception
(Clay, 1994, 1997). Achievement is
measured by scores on the six tasks
of An Observation Survey of Early
Literacy Achievement (Clay, 2019)
and no eligible child should be
excluded for any reason:

Exceptions are not made for
children of lower intelligence,
for second-language children,
for children with low language
skills, for children with poor
motor coordination, for chil-
dren who seem immature, for
children who score poorly on
readiness measures, or for chil-
dren who have been categorized
by someone else as learning
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disabled. (Clay, 1991, p. 60; see
also Standards and Guidelines,
2017, p. 6)

The list has since expanded to add
that no child be excluded for any of
the following reasons: high patterns
of mobility; retention in grade;
absence from school; behavioral

or emotional problems; absence

of home support; or minor visual,
hearing, or speech problems (New
Zealand Reading Recovery, 2010;
Standards and Guidelines, 2017,
Appendix C).

The primary rationale for selecting
the lowest-performing children

tirst for participation in Reading
Recovery is to raise the literacy
achievement of these children so
that they can benefit from class-
room instruction and build a

solid foundation for later literacy
learning (Borman et al., 2019; Clay,
2015b; D’Agostino & Harmey,

2016; International Data Evaluation
Center, 2022; Mauck & Brymer-
Bashore, 2022; Rowe, 1995; Sirinides
et al,, 2018). By moving children in
the lower end of the achievement
distribution into the average per-
formance range, Reading Recovery
also reduces the subsequent costs of
these children to the education sys-
tem (Dyer & Binkney, 1995; Gomez-
Bellengé, 2002; Lyons & Beaver,
1995). For the few children who

do not reach average performance
levels as a result of participation in
the intervention, Reading Recovery
serves as a prereferral intervention
for children who need longer term
specialist help (Clay, 2005; Jones et
al., 2005; Schmitt et al., 2005).

In particular, Reading Recovery
must not be withheld from the
lowest-achieving eligible children as



these are the least likely to respond
to and benefit from classroom
instruction. Clay clearly asserts
that those who only want to serve
the children who might seem to
benefit the most are not using the
full power of the intervention.
According to Clay (1993):

If this step is taken the pro-
gramme becomes one aimed at
improving performance but not
aimed at the prevention of read-
ing and writing difficulties in
the education system. It would
be a case of selecting children
into the programme who were
most likely to succeed with-

out it, and excluding from the
programme the children least
likely to succeed without it. It
becomes a programme based
on discrimination against a
group of children compared
with a programme based on
equity principles. (p. 82; see
also Watson & Askew, 2009,
pp- 72-73).

An additional rationale for select-
ing the lowest-achieving eligible
children for service first is that it is
not possible to reliably determine
who will and who will not meet the
rigorous criteria for completion of
Reading Recovery on the basis of
entry scores. A study by Clay and
Tuck found that individual children
who had the lowest scores on some
of the entry measures became part
of the Discontinued group (children
who met the rigorous criteria for
completion of Reading Recovery and
returned to the classroom) while
there were examples of children who
became part of the Recommended
group (participated in Reading
Recovery for the maximum 20
weeks and were recommended for
longer term support) even though

they scored relatively well on

some of the entrance tests. They
concluded it would be unwise to
exclude individual children on the
basis of entry scores (Clay & Tuck,
1991). Of note, as of 2020, the term
Discontinued was changed in the
United States to the term Accelerated
Progress: Achieved Intervention Goal
(Doyle, 2020).

While these rationales for selection
of the lowest achievers for Reading
Recovery service are clear, we also
must consider detailed rationales for
arguments that arise to exclude par-
ticular groups of children, because
such arguments are invalid. In the
next section we present recom-
mendations for each of the student
designations schools commonly
consider an issue when selecting
children for Reading Recovery.

Serving children labeled learning
disabled

For nearly 60 years, controversy has
surrounded the term learning dis-
ability/disabled (LD). Early theories
and definitions assumed an organic
or neurological basis for learning
disabilities although researchers
have been unable to find differences
among LD students, low achievers,
and normal peers on tests of psy-
chological functioning (Stanovich,
1988). Clay (1987) has argued that
the majority of children labeled LD
have in fact learned to be learn-

ing disabled through ineffective
classroom teaching, inappropriate
instructional feedback, or isolated
and decontextualized skills instruc-
tion. As a result of instruction that
is unresponsive to the child and
perhaps also the LD label itself, the
child may be socialized to become a
passive learner who does not attend
to or engage with whole-class or
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small-group instruction. Vellutino
(2010) has made similar arguments
stressing that reading instruction
for children labeled LD needs to

be “responsive and contingently
delivered” (p. 19) and described
Reading Recovery as “the prototype
for RTT approaches to identifying
children at risk for long-term read-
ing difficulties” (p. 22).

Other definitions of LD point to a
2-year discrepancy between aca-
demic achievement and potential as
measured by intelligence tests, or a
difference of at least 2 years between
the child’s chronological age and
reading age (Clay, 1987; Lyons,
2003).

Historically, schools have been
required to provide educational
interventions to students labeled
LD. Because ample federal and
state funds are available to schools
that identify students as LD,

some schools administer a bat-
tery of several assessments over a
period of time until a 2-year gap

is established. The reauthorized
Individuals with Disabilities
Education Act (2004), allows, but
does not require, states to continue
the use of the discrepancy model
and adds that they must permit
the use of a process for the child’s
response to proven research-based
reading intervention (RTI). Also
permitted is the use of other alterna-
tive research-based procedures for
determining if a child has a specific
learning disability.

Research supports the need for early
intervention before identifying chil-
dren as LD. According to Vellutino
et al. (1996), “to render a diagnosis
of specific reading disability in the
absence of early and labor-intensive
remedial reading that has been
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tailored to the child’s individual
needs is, at best, a hazardous and
dubious enterprise, given all the
stereotypes attached to this diag-
nosis” (p. 632). Research also shows
that with Reading Recovery, an
achievement gap is not allowed to
develop in the first place (Center et
al., 1995; Iversen & Tunmer, 1993;
McEneaney et al., 2006; Schwartz,
2005). Instead, many children who
would be predicted to develop
these gaps are helped to increase
their reading achievement level to
the average of their age group and

should consider offering Reading
Recovery as the child’s reading
intervention if the child meets

the criteria for Reading Recovery
selection. For children who have
not made accelerated progress after
20 weeks of Reading Recovery
instruction, additional interven-
tion is available through Literacy
Lessons, a one-to-one intervention
provided to children in Grades

1-4 identified for longer-term
specialist support in reading and
writing (Harmon & Williams, 2017;
Konstantellou & Lose, 2009; Lipp &

Decades of successful implementation of Reading Recovery
have demonstrated that all kinds of learners—regardless

of the labels attached to their literacy learning difficulties—
have benefited from early intervention that addresses their

unique individual needs.

continue their progress in later
grades (Hurry et al., 2021). Given
this evidence there is no reason to
delay Reading Recovery service for
these children. As Clay states, “A
wide acceptance of a large category
of learning-disabled children is

no longer tolerable in the face of
successful early interventions” (Clay,
2015a, p. 344).

Therefore, schools should refrain
from identifying children as LD
until they have had an opportunity
for a full Reading Recovery inter-
vention. Schools can meet these
students’ literacy learning needs
early while the potential for learning
success is greatest, not later after
they have experienced failure and
feelings of low self-efficacy related
to literacy (Lose, 2007, 2008). In the
case of students who have already
been identified as LD, the school

Elzy, 2022; Lose & Konstantellou,
2017; Poparad, 2021, 2022; A Site
Coordinator’s Guide to the Effective
Implementation of Reading Recovery,
2021; Standards and Guidelines of
Literacy Lessons in the United States,
2015).

The Individuals with Disabilities
Education Act of 2004 and its
reauthorizations have changed the
way schools view struggling literacy
learners. Under the Act, school
districts use funds to assist in the
identification and assessment of
students and do not need to label
students first before providing
services. Instead of an incentive to
wait to serve these children until
they fail, the guidelines of the IDEA
encourage schools to implement
early interventions such as Reading
Recovery with a proven record of
success (Lose, 2005, 2007, 2008).
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Debates on dyslexia and challenges
to the ability of Reading Recovery
to serve “dyslexic” students effec-
tively have recently resurfaced. Yet,
research on dyslexia has not made

a clear distinction among dyslexia,
learning disabilities, reading dis-
abilities, and reading difficulties
(International Literacy Association,
2016). Clay’s own research (1987)
has also shown that “it is not pos-
sible to identify causes of difficulties
or to distinguish between experien-
tially and constitutionally impaired
readers” (Reading Recovery Council
of North America, 2015, p. 4).
Indeed, Clay has suggested an open
definition of learning difficulties
that, regardless of the assigned labels
or classifications, would “encourage
researchers, educators and policy-
makers to get on with providing
early intervention for low-achieving
children and specialized teaching
responsive to individual strengths in
reading behaviours that is so badly
needed” (Clay, 1987, p. 170).

Likewise, contemporary literacy
scholars have also pointed out that
the lack of clarity in definitions

of dyslexia does not establish a
difference between those classified
as dyslexic and other students who
experience difficulty with learning
to read. Like Clay, they propose that
most learners who encounter dif-
ficulty with the reading process “can
overcome those difficulties with
early and appropriately targeted
instruction and intervention that is
not limited to an exclusive phonics
focus” (Johnston & Scanlon, 2021,
p- 122). Gabriel (2018) has com-
mented on dyslexia laws and policies
and the absence of agreement on an
official definition of dyslexia among
researchers, and urges educators

to avoid debates about labels and,



instead, engage with “the emerging
vocabulary of dyslexia” (p. 32) to
consider a range of pedagogical
approaches that may benefit all
students who experience reading
difficulties.

Importantly, decades of success-
ful implementation of Reading
Recovery have demonstrated that
all kinds of learners—regardless of
the labels attached to their literacy
learning difficulties—have ben-
efited from early intervention that
addresses their unique individual
needs. The underlying theory and
instructional procedures of Reading
Recovery and Literacy Lessons

and evidence of their effectiveness
“communicate the efficacy of Clay’s
work for all struggling readers,
including dyslexic learners” (Doyle,
2018, p. 47).

Serving children with high
patterns of absence

Among the factors that place
children at risk for low reading
achievement are school attendance
and time on task. Therefore, the
lowest-achieving literacy learners
who also have a history of poor
school attendance are doubly at risk
of failure. Sometimes educators have
argued that preference for Reading
Recovery services should be given to
regular school attendees over those
who are frequently absent, but such
a practice would unfairly prejudice
the poor attendee. Young children
do not have control over their school
attendance and eligible children
should not be excluded from
Reading Recovery because of poor
attendance (New Zealand Reading
Recovery, 2021; A Principal’s Guide
to Reading Recovery, 2012).

In the case of a child with a previous
history of poor attendance who is
selected for participation in Reading
Recovery, teachers and administra-
tors are encouraged to use a wide
range of strategies to promote a
higher level of attendance, including
the following:

o Attempt to arrange atten-
dance for the child. For
example, the child’s advocate
may be interested in trans-
porting the child to ensure
that they are able to receive
Reading Recovery lessons and
participate in classroom liter-
acy instruction at school.

o Often the parents of children
who do not attend school
regularly have had negative
school experiences them-
selves and may not feel com-
fortable interacting with
school personnel. The school
needs to initiate and maintain
regular contact with parents
to explore the reasons for lack
of attendance and to explain
why it is important for their
child to attend school.

o A special problem may exist
in the family (e.g., a child
taking care of younger sib-
lings) that prevents the child
from attending school. The
school’s child welfare advo-
cate might look at ways to get
the child to school at least
for their Reading Recovery
lesson until school atten-
dance becomes habituated.
The school nurse might be
asked to make home contact.
Often parents will respond
positively to a person in the
medical profession, viewed as
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a member of a helping profes-
sion, versus a social worker
or school administrator who
may be seen as adversarial
authority figures.

o The Reading Recovery
teacher can schedule a home
visit or invite the parents to
school to view their child
participating in the Reading
Recovery lesson. Parents will
be encouraged to see their
child succeeding. This is also
a good time to discuss how
they can be of help to their
child at home.

Whatever strategies are used,

no child need be excluded from
Reading Recovery services because
of a history of poor school atten-
dance. Rather, the selection of the
child for participation in Reading
Recovery should be considered the
beginning of a renewed effort to
promote increased school atten-
dance on the part of the child and
thus increase their chances of suc-
cess in literacy. Anecdotal evidence
from various sites has illustrated
how Reading Recovery service has
improved the attendance of once
chronically absent children.

Serving English learners and
children with low language skills
(The terms emergent bilingual
learners and emergent multilingual
learners are also used with reference
to children learning English.)

Regardless of their native language,
children who are the lowest achiev-
ers in the first grade are eligible for
Reading Recovery in English if they
are receiving classroom literacy
instruction in English and if they
can understand the directions to
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the six assessment tasks of the
Observation Survey. However, while
Clay has stated emphatically that
the exclusion of children who are
learning English has never been the
practice wherever Reading Recovery
operates, she also acknowledges, “it
is not widely understood that RR
has no problem with the selection
of ESOL children as suitable for the
intervention” (Clay, 2015b, p. 279).
She further clarifies that the only
reason to delay entry of English
learners to Reading Recovery is the
child’s inability to understand the
teacher’s directions when adminis-
tering the tasks of the Observation
Survey. As Clay (2015b) advises,

[E]ntry to RR may be delayed a
few months if a child is unable
to understand what he or she is
being asked to do when given
the tasks of the Observation
Survey. As long as the child
knows enough language to be
able to engage with the tasks

it can be predicted that his or
her literacy achievement will
be helped by RR’s approach in
spite of low or zero entry scores.
(p. 279)

In addition, evidence document-
ing the positive impact of Reading
Recovery on the literacy learning
of English learners has created

an increasing awareness among
Reading Recovery professionals of
the value of serving these children.
For example, in the inaugural
issue of The Journal of Reading
Recovery, rationales for the inclu-
sion of English learners in Reading
Recovery were presented (Forbes,
2001) and accounts were reported
of the success of English learners
in Reading Recovery (Diaz, 2001;
Kelly, 2001; Neal, 2001; O’Leary,

2001). Additional studies have
shown that Reading Recovery nar-
rows the achievement gap between
native and non-native speakers of
English in the United States and
Canada (Ashdown & Simic, 2000;
Flight, 2017; Gentile, 1997; Kelly

et. al, 2008; Neal & Kelly, 1999;
Rodriguez-Eagle, 2009; Rodriguez-
Eagle & Torres Elias, 2009). Similar
findings have been reported in the
United Kingdom (Hobsbaum, 1997)
and New Zealand (Smith, 1994).

Therefore, Reading Recovery school
teams must ensure that English
learners are not excluded from
service in Reading Recovery. For
English learners the framework of
the 30-minute Reading Recovery
lesson provides rich opportuni-
ties for conversational exchanges
between teacher and child which
will lead to an expansion of the
child’s linguistic competencies
(Konstantellou & Lose, 2016).
However, if during assessment
children indicate they do not
understand the tasks, the team
should wait for a brief period of
time while the child is provided
with ample support for language

learning in a rich language program.

The progress of these children
needs to be continuously monitored
and a subsequent determination
made whether to reassess them

for participation in Reading
Recovery. (See A Principal’s Guide
to Reading Recovery, 2012, and A
Site Coordinator’s Guide to Reading
Recovery, 2021.)

Regardless of their proficiency level,
the best way to offer oral language
support to first grade children who
are not native speakers of English
or children who have some pro-
nounced lag in language acquisition
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is to provide extensive opportunities
for conversation between the child
and a competent adult speaker of
English (Van Dyke, 2006). In addi-
tion, arranging opportunities for all
English learners—even those who
are placed in language immersion
programs—to interact and converse
with English speaking students is
important to their progress. For
English learners served by Reading
Recovery an important question

to ask ourselves is whether we find
opportunities in the lesson to extend
the child’s control over language
structure to support his reading
and writing (Clay, 2004; Briceno

& Klein, 2016; Kelly, 2009; Neal,
2009; Rodriguez-Eagle, 2009). For
older English learners, the Literacy
Lessons intervention offers an
important source of support for
literacy learning (Clay, 2016).

Serving children without

home support

Reading Recovery works with any
classroom literacy program. It relies
upon teacher expertise and does not
require home support for children
to be successful in the intervention.
Home support can, however, provide
some of the additional practice for
reading and writing lesson activities.
For example, one recommendation
is that a parent or caregiver assist
the child at home with the reas-
sembly of the cut-up story from

that day’s Reading Recovery lesson
and listen to the child reread two

or three familiar stories. While this
form of additional support is very
valuable to the child’s learning, it
can also be provided by an adult or
an upper grades student volunteer
before, during, or after school either
at the school or at an after school
care program. Regardless of the



source of this support, Reading
Recovery need never be denied to
a child who is unlikely to receive
home support for whatever reason.

Serving retained children
Retention in grade and other
versions of nonpromotion—often
referred to as transition, booster, or
enrichment classrooms—function
as a form of early intervention.
However, research does not sup-
port the effectiveness of retention
(Shepard & Smith, 1990). Retention
can result in low self-esteem and
later school problems for the child
(Crothers et al., 2010). In addition,
retention is costly to the school:

By keeping a child in the system

1 year longer it adds a full year of
educational expense to the district’s
budget (Assad & Condon, 1996;
Dyer & Binkney, 1995; Gémez-
Bellengé, 2002). Moreover, a full
year of the child’s life has been spent
in instruction that did not work the
first time it was tried. In contrast,
Reading Recovery has been shown
to be a very effective intervention
and is much less costly. In particu-
lar, Reading Recovery requires only
an average of 30-45 hours of the
child’s time as opposed to spending
a year’s retention in grade (Gémez-
Bellengé et al., 2005). Therefore
recommendations for retention
should rarely be made and Reading
Recovery should be chosen as

the alternative.

In a case where a child has been
previously retained this need not be
used as a reason to exclude a child
from Reading Recovery service
unless nonretained children are
waiting to be served. In the case
where two children both qualify
for Reading Recovery services the
child who has not yet received an

early intervention—the nonretained
child—ought to be selected first for
service. If a school has the advantage
of full implementation of Reading
Recovery no restriction need be

put on serving previously retained
children (A Principal’s Guide to
Reading Recovery, 2012).

In summary, schools need to
allocate resources for the early
prevention of literacy failure with
Reading Recovery rather than
adding a year of repeated classroom
instruction that comes at a higher
cost and which has been shown to
be ineffective.

Serving immature or develop-
mentally delayed children
Sometimes arguments are made
that certain children may not be
ready yet for literacy learning and
that educators need to wait before
they start exposing them to lit-
eracy activities. Such arguments are
informed by a particular interpreta-
tion of developmental learning

that understands development in
terms of maturation and readiness.
According to this interpretation the
timetable and direction of a child’s
development is biologically fixed
and teachers are asked not to tamper
with the child’s naturally unfolding
ability to learn (Bodrova & Leong,
2007; McGill-Franzen, 1992).

Contrary to the unfolding flower
metaphor, Reading Recovery profes-
sionals embrace a Vygotskian
concept of development. This view
emphasizes the interaction between
instruction and development and
holds that appropriate, scaffolded
instruction moves ahead of develop-
ment and promotes the acquisition
of more advanced performance
levels (Lyons, 2003). Teachers
provide a stimulating, literacy-rich
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environment for all children and
then support each individual child’s
learning through instruction appro-
priate to each child’s needs.

The scaffold metaphor of devel-
opmental learning influences the
selection of children for Reading
Recovery service. It implies that
first graders are at different points
of an emerging literacy process, and
therefore, the lowest among them
should be assisted by a well-trained
teacher to reach the outcome of lit-
eracy learning: “The goal is to help
children move from where they are
to somewhere else by empowering
them to do what they can do and
helping them engage in activities
through which they can learn more”
(Clay, 2014b, p. 83). This view is con-
sistent with current research in early
literacy practices (International
Reading Association and National
Association for the Education of
Young Children, 1998; National
Association for the Education of
Young Children and International
Reading Association, 2009).

If teachers do not intervene early to
help children who are most in need
of support in their literacy learning,
they prevent children from making
accelerated progress to meet grade

expectations. As Clay (2015a) states,

To relax and wait for ‘matu-
ration’ when it is experience
that is lacking would appear

to be deliberately depriving

the child of opportunities to
learn. To fail to observe that the
child’s early reading progress

is blocked either by inadequate
prior learning or by current
confusion, and not provide the
required complementary activi-
ties, must be poor teaching.

(p. 22)
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Serving children who did not
attend kindergarten

Reading Recovery is designed for
children who have had at least 1
year of school. In the United States,
that year is kindergarten. However,
some U.S. states do not require kin-
dergarten attendance. Regardless,
schools need not deny Reading
Recovery services to the child who
did not attend kindergarten or who
attended only sporadically. In effect
this would be punishing the child
for something over which they have
no control. Instead, schools need to
include those children in the initial
screening, assessment, and selection
process for Reading Recovery. The
key is to not further jeopardize lit-
eracy learning for children who did
not attend kindergarten if they need
the Reading Recovery intervention.

Serving children with high
patterns of mobility

Reading Recovery serves children
with high patterns of mobility
including the children of migrant
workers and children who are
semihomeless, who live in shelters,
or who are temporarily displaced
from their home residence. Reading
Recovery also serves the children of
incarcerated parents and children
who move frequently because their
family’s supplemental assistance or
social services support has expired.
Like the child with frequent absenc-
es, the child with high patterns of
mobility does not have control over
their life circumstances.

Every effort needs to be made to
provide Reading Recovery service
to the child with high patterns of
mobility. For example, with assis-
tance from social services personnel
the school can make arrangements

with the parent, caregiver, guard-
ian, or host family for permanent
residency for the child during the
time they are served by Reading
Recovery. This will increase the like-
lihood of regular school attendance
and access to Reading Recovery
lessons. During a period of inter-
rupted residency, the school can
also arrange to resume the child’s
Reading Recovery lessons and
double up on lessons as needed.

Finally, the school can arrange

for additional familiar reading
opportunities during school hours
in the absence of practice time

at home. The key issue for the
school is to support the child in
multiple ways so as not to further
jeopardize access to a much-needed
intervention that will be available
to the child only during 1 year of a
possible 13 years of schooling.

Serving children with lower
intelligence

Intelligence test scores are gener-
ally not available when children

are being considered for Reading
Recovery. However, in the rare
instances when IQ scores are avail-
able to educators, we recommend
they not be used to exclude children
from Reading Recovery service.

As Stanovich (1991) has noted, the
concept of intelligence has been so
controversial that most developmen-
tal and educational psychologists
have given up the belief that IQ

test scores measure potential. As

a result, most researchers have
declared suspect any research that
uses IQ tests as indicators of reading
and writing potential.

Overall, the learning theory that
informs the development of Reading
Recovery sees intelligence itself as
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a form of achievement. Contrary to
the view that argues that intelligence
does not change as an individual
develops—that it is a stable, inborn
human characteristic—information-
processing theorists view intel-
ligence as a by-product of the child’s
more sophisticated cognitive pro-
cessing as they interact with stimuli
in their environment (Wood, 1998).
Based on this understanding, early
interventions in reading should not
be withheld from children with
lower intelligence as poor reading
achievement may itself be a direct
cause of the lower intelligence. As
Stanovich (1991) argues, “we must
allow the possibility that poor listen-
ing comprehension or verbal intel-
ligence could be enhanced by better
reading” (p. 22). Clay’s own research
also shows that “self-correction rate
was more closely related to reading
progress scores in the first three
years of instruction than either
intelligence or reading readiness
scores” (Clay, 2015a, p. 305).

While it is possible that a child with
significantly low measured intel-
ligence may be served by Reading
Recovery, schools are advised

to provide the most appropriate
intervention that will best meet each
child’s immediate and long-term
educational needs. For the child
with extreme mental challenges, the
optimum intervention will be a pro-
gram staffed by a special educator
certified in the area/s of the child’s
special needs. For these children,
the Literacy Lessons intervention
also provides a suitable option.
Essentially, there is a continuum

of services that can be provided

by teachers trained in Reading
Recovery or Literacy Lessons.



Serving children with behavioral
or emotional difficulties

Reading Recovery serves children
who experience behavioral or emo-
tional challenges or who have been
labeled behavior disordered (BD) or
emotionally disabled (ED). Children
identified BD or ED may appear
inattentive, disinterested or disrup-
tive, and may have pronounced

and idiosyncratic responses to
learning tasks too difficult for
them. Other children labeled BD

or ED have been physically abused
or neglected or sexually molested
making it extremely difficult to
attend to literacy instruction. They
may scream, cry or raise their
voices when frustrated, or may
refuse to interact or respond to their
teacher’s invitations to participate
in reading and writing activities.
Concurrently they develop feelings
of low self-worth that result from
the repeated experience of failure

to learn. Reading Recovery teachers
note these children may experience
difficulty learning letters, follow-
ing the left-to-right direction of
print, and remembering previously
learned information (Lyons, 2003).
Yet for many children with emo-
tional or behavioral difficulties the
underlying source of their difficulty
is often the struggle to learn to read
and write (Coles, 1998; Fullerton,
2001; Lyons, 2003). Indeed, “a
child’s emotional response to error
may be so strong that it blocks
attention to the rest of the lesson. Or
if a child is hyperactive or impulsive
his attention may flit from one thing
to another and make it difficult for
him to pay close attention to detail”
(Clay, 2016, p. 181).

Whatever the origin of the child’s
behavioral or emotional difficulties,

Reading Recovery provides an
optimum framework within which
to support and improve behavior
and literacy learning. The sequenced
and predictable 30-minute lesson
framework provides security to the
child. The Reading Recovery teacher
selects books of just the right dif-
ficulty, easy enough tasks explained
with clear teacher language, and
carefully crafted scaffolded sup-
port. Because the teacher is highly
trained and observes the child’s
progress very closely, they can make
moment-to-moment highly effective
teaching decisions tailored expressly
for that particular child. Not only
does the child experience success in
learning to read and write, but they
also become skilled at learning how
to learn. As a result their behavior
and adjustment to school improve
dramatically.

Schools can do a lot to support the
Reading Recovery student with
behavioral or emotional problems.
The school should not deny or
suspend Reading Recovery service
to children who experience emo-
tional difficulty. Rather, schools
must structure the learning envi-
ronment to create a nurturing and
supportive climate for all children,
especially those who are at risk for
learning difficulties complicated by
emotional factors. Schools need to
also provide students with reason-
able expectations for appropriate
behavior to maximize their literacy
learning and social, emotional,

and cognitive development (Lyons,
2003). In the case of children with
extreme behavioral and emotional
problems the school team—under
the guidance of the teacher leader—
may find it necessary to seek
specialist support for the child.
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Serving children with minor
visual, hearing, or speech
problems

Experience in Reading Recovery
suggests children should not be
excluded for services in Reading
Recovery because of minor

visual, hearing, or speech problems.
Reading Recovery teachers work
closely with other specialists in

the school to find ways to better
accommodate children with certain
physical conditions. Adjustments to
the size of print or to the position-
ing of materials on the workspace
have been found to work well with
children with visual problems.

In the cases of children with severe
physical challenges the school
team should consider carefully the
best way to proceed because the
children’s condition may require
extra resources and/or considerable
modifications in the delivery of the
lessons. Clay has advised:

Children who are profoundly
deaf, or have cerebral palsy, or
other severe disabilities affect-
ing eyesight, hand movements
or language performance, could
probably benefit from Reading
Recovery instruction but they
would be ideally served by a
teacher with special training
for the child’s condition and,
additionally, trained in Reading
Recovery. (New Zealand
Reading Recovery, 2010)

For children with special needs
who may need longer-term support
beyond the provision of Reading
Recovery, the Literacy Lessons
intervention is appropriate because
“it involves longer-term treatments
delivered to individuals but it

uses the same literacy processing
theory as RR to guide instruction
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for individuals who have a cluster of
individual handicaps” (Clay 2015b,
p. 218).

Serving children with poor
motor coordination

Children who have been identi-
fied as having motor coordination
difficulty and who may also need
occupational or physical therapy
need not be excluded from Reading
Recovery. Good readers have
developed controlled eye move-
ments for scanning print and can
generate and write words quickly. In
contrast, poor readers may experi-
ence difficulty pointing to and
matching one word at a time while
reading, forming letters in writing,
and coordinating the hearing and
recording of sounds in words in
writing (Lyons, 2003).

Therefore Reading Recovery
teachers can address the needs of
the child with motor coordination
difficulties. The teacher may take
the child’s hand and point their
finger to guide directional move-
ment across text, use Elkonin boxes
to help them coordinate the task

of Hearing and Recording Sounds
in Words in writing, or guide their
hand to form a letter while provid-
ing verbal directions to sequence the
action. Over time, the child learns
to focus their attention and achieve
greater control over the motor tasks
associated with reading and writing.
In addition to the support the child
receives from the Reading Recovery
teacher, the school also needs to
enlist the support of physical and
occupational therapists and arrange
for the teaching staff to coordinate
interventions and treatment to
benefit the child.

In summary, no good reasons
exist to exclude any eligible child

from Reading Recovery service for
reasons of intellect, behavior, oral
language proficiency, home support,
school attendance, or sensory and
physical abilities. To do so goes
against evidence that has shown
benefits to these children. If a school
makes a decision to exclude an eli-
gible child, predictable negative con-
sequences will follow for that child.
Many of the types of questions

that arise around student selection
can be effectively addressed when
schools have sufficient teacher time
to serve every child who needs the
intervention. However, we acknowl-
edge that not every eligible child can
be chosen on the first day of school.
In the next section we present the
process by which the school can
make informed decisions about the
selection of children for Reading
Recovery.

The Reading Recovery
School Team and the

Student Selection Process
Reading Recovery school teams
consist of staff and specialists in the
school (the principal, the Reading
Recovery teacher(s), the first-grade
teacher(s), a kindergarten repre-
sentative, and other appropriate
personnel such as special education
representative, school psychologist,
reading specialist, etc.). The Reading
Recovery teacher leader also plays
an important role in the function
of the team. Early on they help the
school team set goals and organize
itself to address issues related to

the school’s Reading Recovery
intervention (A Principal’s Guide

to Reading Recovery, 2012; A Site
Coordinator’s Guide to the Effective
Implementation of Reading Recovery,
2021).
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When the team is up and running
the teacher leader serves as a con-
sultant on an as-needed basis when
particular issues arise. The school
principal’s active participation in
the Reading Recovery school team
as the school’s instructional leader is
essential to the work of the team as
well as to the success of the Reading
Recovery implementation.

The Reading Recovery school team
is vital to the effective implementa-
tion of Reading Recovery in a school
system. The role of the team is

to oversee the implementation of
Reading Recovery in an individual
school by discussing selection of
children, monitoring the progress
of children in Reading Recovery,
following up on children after they
leave Reading Recovery, examining
data and preparing a school report
at the end of the year, and overall by
providing a forum for professional
conversations among the school’s
Reading Recovery teachers and the
rest of the school staff around the
progress of children. (For a more
detailed overview of the role and
functions of Reading Recovery
school teams, see A Principal’s
Guide to Reading Recovery,

2012, pp. 60-62, and A Site
Coordinator’s Guide to the Effective
Implementation of Reading Recovery,
2021, pp. 118-120, 123-124.)

Children in need of Reading
Recovery service are selected from
Grade 1 classrooms containing
children who are heterogeneously
grouped. Children served by
Reading Recovery need a suitable
classroom program to extend and
support their continued learning.
This is best facilitated in a heteroge-
neous classroom with other average
performing readers (Standards and
Guidelines, 2017, p. 7). Reading



No good reasons exist to exclude any eligible child from
Reading Recovery service for reasons of intellect, behavior,
oral language proficiency, home support, school attendance,
or sensory and physical abilities. To do so goes against
evidence that has shown benefits to these children.

Recovery teachers work with
classroom teachers asking them

to rank order children according
to their current competencies in
reading. First-grade classroom
teachers do an alternate ranking of
the class with the most competent
reader entered at the top of the list
and the least competent at the end
of the list. Then, the second most
competent child is entered, and so
on until all children from that class
are rank ordered. At the beginning
of the year this ranking task may
be difficult because teachers are
working with limited information.
The school’s kindergarten teachers
may be consulted to confirm the
ranking and to offer information
about any child who may appear to
be mis-ranked at this early point in
the year.

Working from the alternate ranking
lists, Reading Recovery teachers
administer the six tasks of the
Observation Survey to the bottom
one-third of the children on the list.
If more than 30% of children are

in need of supplementary instruc-
tion then the school team needs to
raise questions about the school’s
classroom literacy program and the
kinds of experiences that these first
graders had as kindergartners.

Following assessment, the team
meets to select the lowest-achieving
first graders who are to be served
first in the school year. The Reading

Recovery teachers—and teacher
leader where appropriate—examine
the children’s records using stanines
and raw scores to carefully guide
selection decisions (Clay, 2014a).
First the teachers look at stanines,
as stanines allow comparison of a
child’s performance across the tasks
of the Observation Survey and how
that child’s performance compares
to the average scores for the age
group: “It is probably a good idea

to consider stanine scores first for
decisions about children entering
Reading Recovery, but to use raw
scores to identify differences within
stanine bands” (New Zealand
Reading Recovery, 2020). Stanine
tables have been created in order to
facilitate the selection of Reading
Recovery students in the United
States (Mauck, 2021). Also, the 2021
revised Procedures for Administering
Leveled Text Reading Passages (2021)
allow teachers to observe and record
children’s early responses to text
and thus enable them to make fine
distinctions among children with a
low repertoire of literacy behaviors.

Clay has cautioned that we should
not do arithmetic with stanines
and raw scores. When selecting
children for a placement, “The
Observation Survey stanines should
not be summed or averaged” (Clay,
2019, p. 126). Indeed, no numerical
shortcuts are possible in ranking
children. The misguided practice
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of adding up raw scores or stanine
scores to determine which children
are the lowest ones is problematic
for several reasons. Item numbers
are different; each test measures dif-
ferent aspects of literacy; scores and
resulting stanines do not take into
account children’s partially correct
responses; and, in some cases, a very
few more items may result in a sig-
nificant change in stanine. However,
the most important reason against
numerical shortcuts is that they go
against the underlying philosophy
of Reading Recovery which is the
fostering of teachers’ understanding
and professional judgment on each
child’s performance. This judgment
is informed by not merely looking at
the numerical score but in check-
ing the child’s ways of responding
in each measure that may not be
captured by an individual score.

In 2012, the total score, a combina-
tion of the six Observation Survey
task scores, was developed by the
International Data Evaluation
Center to meet the approval criteria
for a screening tool established by
the National Center on Response

to Intervention. The use of the
total score has created confusion

at times among those who have
thought it might be a good idea to
combine the Observation Survey
scores when selecting students for
Reading Recovery. However, the
total score was designed for research
purposes only and not intended

for Reading Recovery selection and
diagnostic purposes. As D’Agostino
(2012) stressed, “... the total score
is suitable for research designed to
examine student growth over the
school year. The total score should
not, however, be used for diagnostic
purposes. Instead, continue using
the profile of student’s six task
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scores to inform decisions about
teaching ... [and] continue to select
students as current practices recom-
mend (Lose & Konstantellou, 2005)”

(p. 64).

Ideally, a school has enough Reading
Recovery teachers to serve all the
children who need the supplemen-
tary help. However, for students
with similar scores when the school
is only partially implemented, the
team has to deliberate carefully

to ensure selection of the lowest
achievers. If selection decisions need
to be made among children with
very similar scores, then the input
of classroom teachers is critical.

The team’s goal is to determine
which child shows the least evidence
of problem-solving activity and,
therefore, is least likely to survive in
the classroom environment without
the extra help (Standards and
Guidelines, 2017, Appendix C).

Fulfilling the Promise to
All Children Who Need
Reading Recovery

Unfortunately, complex educational
policies and demanding economic
circumstances create pressure on
many schools to eliminate some
children from consideration for
Reading Recovery service (Lose

& Best, 2011). Reading Recovery

is intended to be an inclusive, not
exclusive, intervention that aims

to intervene early for the children
most challenged by literacy learning
in first grade. The ideal of Reading
Recovery is full implementation
with smoothly operating school
teams who support all children’s
reading and writing development.
Without full implementation

some children will be denied an
opportunity to take advantage of an
intervention that clearly works.

We acknowledge there are many
challenges to meeting the literacy
learning needs of a diverse student
population. Yet, specific steps can
be taken to ensure that all eligible
students experience literacy learning
success. When taking these steps

we strongly recommend schools

be guided by the following core
principles:

o Recognize that Reading
Recovery works for the
lowest-achieving children.
Research evidence demon-
strates that Reading Recovery
is an effective intervention
that makes a difference to
the literacy performance of
the lowest-achieving children
regardless of intellect, behav-
ior, oral language proficiency,
home support, school atten-
dance, or sensory and physi-
cal abilities.

o Use Reading Recovery as
a prereferral intervention.
Schools should try out the
least restrictive environment
whenever possible and pro-
vide eligible children with an
opportunity to experience
early and complete Reading
Recovery services. By doing
so children’s learning needs
can be met early while the
potential for learning success
is greatest.

e Move toward full implemen-
tation of Reading Recovery
as soon as possible. By work-
ing diligently toward a full
implementation of Reading
Recovery, schools can reduce
referrals to longer-term,
more-costly interventions,
reserving lengthier interven-
tions only for those students
who truly need them. Partial
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coverage is problematic as it
forces the school’s Reading
Recovery team to make deci-
sions to exclude certain chil-
dren in the subgroups of
low-performing children we
have discussed here. With
full implementation, schools
avoid the problem of putting
teachers in the uncomfortable
position of having to choose
which children will receive
services and ensure access to
the power of the intervention
for all eligible children.

o Embrace shared owner-
ship to ensure a successful
Reading Recovery imple-
mentation. School teams are
one of the most important
steps that a school can take to
ensure Reading Recovery ser-
vices for all eligible students.
With a smoothly functioning
school team, all children ben-
efit from the extra attention
their teachers devote to lit-
eracy issues and their profes-
sional development.

In the past, some schools have
mistakenly excluded children

from the benefits of participa-

tion in Reading Recovery. This is
unfortunate as Reading Recovery

is intended to be inclusive, and evi-
dence clearly indicates its benefits to
low-achieving children with diverse
causality. In the quest for a literate
society Reading Recovery provides

a well-documented response to
tackling the problem of early literacy
difficulties. While the challenges

to the smooth implementation of
Reading Recovery are real, they can
and must be met. The long-term
benefits to children, schools, and
society are well worth the effort and
investment.
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