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Intervention Essentials

The Importance of Preventing Literacy Difficulties

Elizabeth L. Kaye, Texas Woman'’s University

What is the power of
prevention?

Most children begin school expect-
ing to learn to read. However, some
children find the path to literacy
difficult. Without appropriate
intervention, these difficulties may
persist throughout their education,
as research indicates that children
who are poor readers at the end of
first grade are likely to remain poor
readers at the end of fourth grade
(Juel, 1988). Preventing literacy
difficulty requires a comprehensive
approach that supports children
from preschool years through
formal education. Three critical
steps to prevention help ensure all
children develop strong literacy
skills: rich preschool experiences,
strong classroom instruction upon
entry to school, and early interven-
tion for learners who are falling
behind (Clay, 2016). The early
prevention of literacy difficulties
benefits children, their teachers and
schools, and their families.

Why are rich preschool
experiences important for
prevention?

The foundation for literacy success
begins before formal schooling.
All children benefit from qual-
ity preschool experiences that
include exploring their environ-
ments through highly motivating
activities alongside interested
adults and engaging in frequent
conversations with grown-ups

(Clay, 2016). Children learn more
about print and language when
they regularly hear stories read to
them and attempt to read books

on their own. Experimenting with
writing is another rich experience.
These meaningful interactions with
language and literacy create a strong
foundation that helps children
transition confidently into formal
education.

How do classroom teachers
address prevention?

Among teachers’ challenges are
meeting all students’ needs and
accommodating for the possible
range of the students’ diverse, pre-
school literacy experiences. A robust
literacy curriculum in the primary
years implemented by knowledge-
able teachers is essential for educa-
tional success. Teachers must

o create suitable transitions
into school;

o help children adjust to school
routines and adapt to the new
school environment; and

o engage all children in
instructional groups, includ-
ing those with limited lan-
guage control, shy or hesitant
children, and those reluctant
to try new activities.

(Clay, 2016)

Careful monitoring of each child’s
progress is crucial during this
time. Teachers must observe and
document what children can do,

with particular attention to those
making slower progress. They must
also observe how children work on
texts and determine how to support
their learning. For children with
fewer literacy-related preschool
experiences, it is important for
teachers to foster rich opportunities
for oral language development and
design meaningful interactions with
print. This reflective approach not
only allows teachers to respond to
children’s literacy needs but also
supports students’ ongoing literacy
development.

Why early intervention and
what works?

While quality classroom instruc-
tion is essential, it may not be
sufficient for all students. Some
children require additional support
to acquire early literacy. An effec-
tive prevention approach includes
assessing every child’s progress
toward the end of their first school
year and providing targeted literacy
intervention for the lowest-achieving
students (Clay, 2016).

Reading Recovery® serves as an
effective preventative interven-

tion for struggling readers.
Individualized daily lessons are
designed and delivered by spe-
cially trained teachers, providing an
efficient approach that gives these
children the skills and knowledge
they need to succeed. The goal is to
accelerate their reading and writing
development so they may quickly
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catch up to their peers and benefit
from classroom instruction. By
accelerating the learning of children
having the most difficulty acquir-
ing literacy, this early intervention
significantly reduces the need for
long-term support.

Without such crucial preventative
measures, readers who struggle typi-
cally fall further behind, eventually
requiring more extensive interven-
tions. Later remedial programs gen-
erally demand evidence of academic
failure before eligibility for services,
inadvertently increasing the likeli-
hood of failure (Pianta, 1990). This
wait-to-fail approach, frequently
resulting in special education
services, often solidifies learning
gaps that could have been addressed
through early intervention.

How does prevention benefit
students?

By addressing literacy difficulties
early and systematically, educators
can ensure that children develop the
literacy skills they need for aca-
demic success. When implemented
effectively, this three-step preven-
tion approach

o dramatically reduces literacy
difficulties for the lowest
achieving first graders,

« brings struggling readers to
average performance levels in
a relatively short period,

o prevents the development
of a pattern of reading and
writing failure, and

« enables children to become
full participants in their
classroom’s curriculum.

How does prevention benefit
classroom teachers?

Reading Recovery serves as an
additional support for classroom

instruction by providing compre-
hensive assessments, individual-
ized instruction, and immediate
intervention. By elevating lower-
achieving students toward the class
average, Reading Recovery narrows
the achievement gap within the
classroom. This compression of the
performance range means more
students can actively engage with
and benefit from regular classroom
teaching approaches.

How does prevention benefit
schools?

Schools implementing preventative
literacy measures gain a robust
framework for evaluating young
learners and promptly identifying
those requiring additional support.
As more students achieve grade-
level proficiency, teachers in first
grade and beyond experience
noticeably smoother instructional
transitions and can focus on deeper
learning for all students rather than
remediation. Furthermore, schools
can strategically redistribute staff
and resources previously allocated
to addressing literacy gaps, ultimate-
ly reducing costs and strengthening
the entire educational program.

How does prevention benefit
families?

Programs designed to prevent
literacy difficulties offer substantial
advantages for families. Parents
and caregivers avoid the financial
strain of securing private tutoring,
preserving valuable household
resources. The emotional burden
of watching a child struggle aca-
demically diminishes significantly
when families know that skilled
specialists within the school are
actively supporting their child’s
literacy development. This com-
prehensive support system creates
confidence among parents that their
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child’s educational needs are being
addressed proactively.

Summary

Preventing literacy difficulties
requires a comprehensive approach
that supports children from their
earliest years through formal
education. This three-step preven-
tion framework including rich
preschool experiences, strong
classroom instruction, and early
intervention for struggling readers
creates notable benefits for students,
teachers, schools, and families alike.

Reading Recovery demonstrates that
addressing literacy challenges early
through preventative measures is
more effective than waiting until
students show substantial evidence
of failure. Through this systematic
approach, educators can help ensure
all children develop the strong
literacy foundation necessary for
lifelong learning.
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