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The Reading Recovery
Early Intervention Program
ARTICLE BY KATHLEEN

GAGNON

The first-grade experience of learning
to read can be exciting and pleasurable.
However, for the low achieving child the
beginning reading experience may result
in frustration and discouragement. Early
intervention for these students can mean
the difference between success and failure. The Reading Recovery Program was
designed to make a difference by helping
low achieving 6-year-olds learn to read.
During the late 1970's, the Reading
Recovery Early Intervention Program
and its assessment tools were developed
by Professor Marie Clay at the
University of Auckland in New Zealand.
By 1992, the program had spread to 38
states and the District of Columbia, four
Canadian Provinces, Australia, England,
and New Zealand (Thomas, 1992). This
program is based on Clay's belief "that
all children have the capacity to read
and that instruction for those children
having trouble with beginning reading
needs to begin with the language they
already possess" (Reynolds, 1993, 76).
The program is structured around three
basic components: a Diagnostic Survey,
tutoring sessions, and teacher training.
Each of these components is an important and integral part of the program's
success. Ultimately, the goal of the program is to equip each student with "selfimproving and self-correcting strategies
so that they can read within an average
range in the classroom" (Reynolds, 1993,
79).
The Diagnostic Survey is administered individually and identifies the candidates for the program. The prescription for each child's recovery program is
based on the results of tests such as:
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• text reading: the teacher keeps a
'running record' of the child's performance
• letter identification
• word test: the teacher tests the
child's knowledge of basic words
either from the Dolch list or from a
reading scheme
• concepts about print: the teacher
assesses the child's awareness of
left to right movement in reading
and awareness of words, letters and
sentences
• writing: the child is given ten minutes to write all the words he knows
• a simple dictation test: this tests the
child's sensitivity to letter/sound
correspondence
• the Burt Reading Test; this test measures progress as the program continues (Simmons, 1991, 23)
Daily, half-hour, intensive one-on-one
tutorial sessions are designed to build on
the student's identified strengths. Each
child participates in the program for 12
to 20 weeks. The length of a child's program is dependent on his individual
progress. "Reading Recovery children
are successfully discontinued (i.e.,
released) from the program when, and
only when, they are reading at or above
the average of their class and demonstrate a self extending system" (SmithBurke, 1994, 70).
Each tutorial session is structured to
include specific elements of the reading
and writing process using natural language and predictable text. Through the
use of meaning, structural, and visual
cues, a supportive framework for read29
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tions. The written text is read by the
child and the teacher. The story is
rewritten by the teacher and cut up into
pieces for the child to reassemble and
read.
Finally, the daily reading lesson
includes the introduction of a new book
The teacher familiarizes the child with
the story by reading the title and briefly
summarizing the plot. Together the
teacher and child discuss the story, and
using story pictures, predict story events
before reading the book At this time,
the teacher may point out any new
words or patterns in the text. "Meaning
is enhanced through the teacher's efforts
to develop the child's concepts of the
story" (Hill, 1991, 481). After reading the
text, the child will be expected to read
this story without assistance on the following day.
Teachers in the Reading Recovery
program participate in an intensive one
year professional development program.
During this period they become skilled
in observational techniques and learn a
specific recording system. Instructional
decisions are based on teacher observations. As the child participates in the
daily lesson, "the teacher makes a runrur:ig record, noting errors and miscues
and identifying the kinds of processes
the child is using. This running record is
one of the most important aspects of the
Reading Recovery program" (Simmons,
1991, 23). The running record becomes a
valuable tool mthe ongoing assessment
and evaluation of each child's performance and instructional needs.
While teachers are pleased with the
results they have observed in program
participants, the program has met with
much controversy regarding long-term
effectiveness in transforming low ability
students into fluent readers. Although
results have been inconclusive, "this program has had a 77 percent success rate
in accelerating the transformation of
nonreaders into readers" (Reynolds,

ing is provided. Daily lessons include the
rereading of a familiar or favorite book,
letter study, if needed, word study and
writing, plus the introduction of a new
book The rereading of familiar texts,
writing and the introduction to a new
book are components of the lesson that
teach or reinforce comprehension. In
addition, the components also teach and
reinforce the structural and visual cues
necessary for building fluency.
Rereading a familiar or predictable
text allows the student to draw from
memory the concept of correct language
flow. The child experiences practice in
skills such as moving from left to right
across the page, movement from top to
bottom of the page, and one-to-one correspondence between the written word
and the spoken word. During the reading
the teacher may use questions as
prompts. In response, the student must
rely on specific cues to construct meaning. "According to Clay, the cueing systems that a child must control are the
ability to recall semantic cues from
experience, language structure, and visual information from print" (Reynolds,
1993, 80). By asking the question "Does
that make sense?" the teacher is encouraging the student to rely on meaning
cues such as story pictures, previous
text, and/or context. Structural cues are
prompted by the question, "Does that
sound right?" In response to this question, the student focuses on syntax.
When asking, "Does that look right?" the
teacher is directing the students attention to letter and sound identification.
The child develops sound/symbol
relationships and sequence patterns
through simple stories he independently
composes and writes. These stories may
be based on "the story they have just
read or about a personal experience"
(Hill, 1991, 482). As the child attempts to
write an unfamiliar word the teacher will
prompt with questions directing his
attention to letter-to-sound representaM IC HI GAN RE ADING J OURNAL
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1993, 81). Most children who participate
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completion are ultimately able to perform within the average achievement
range in their classrooms. As this is the
basic goal of the program, it would seem
to be successful. However, whether this
success is maintained throughout the
child's school career remains to be seen.

Kathleen Gagnon is active in The
Reading Recovery program.
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