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School-level activities con-
tribute to student learning.

 

The schools that children attend make a difference in their reading achieve-
ment.
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 In schools that draw on the same communities and have the same 
resources, the achievement patterns of children at the end of third grade can 
be quite different. In one school, the majority of children will have attained the 
goal of independent reading, while in the second school, many children will 
leave third grade as struggling readers.

What are the differences between these schools? For two decades, we have 
known that effective schools exhibit a consistent set of features: high expecta-
tions for all students, agreement on goals among school personnel, and 
increased time on tasks.
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More recently, we have learned that high reading achievement is found in 
schools which have reading programs with clear and consistent connections 
from classroom to classroom.
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 This clarity and consistency characterizes both 
the program for students (what and how they are taught) and the support that 
teachers receive to help them implement the reading program. Clarity and 
consistency from grade to grade are especially critical. Consistency across 
grade levels does not mean that content is the same across grade levels, but 
that the activities of one grade build on the activities of the previous grade.

 

Clarity and consistency 
only occur when there is 
communication and collab-
oration among teachers, 
families, and other school 
personnel. 

 

For every child to become a reader, collaboration among all adults in the 
school must be extensive. For many children, the programs that are put into 
place as a result of planning and coordination are sufficient for them to 
become independent readers by the end of third grade. Other children, 
though, require additional supports in the form of 

 

interventions

 

 (instructional 
efforts focused on a particular set of goals during a particular period of time). 
The success of the children who struggle most with reading depends on a con-
sistent school-wide reading program, including coordination and communica-
tion between the standard program and any special interventions designed 
explicitly for these children.

 

School-Wide Reading Programs

 

In schools that are successful in fostering high levels 
of reading achievement, all adults in the school work 
together on the reading program, build systematic 
program links across the grades, accept 
responsibility for all children, and closely monitor 
students’ progress.
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Every Child A reader

 

Shared Reading Accomplishments

 

A consistent program is 
defined by a shared per-
spective on what needs to 
happen during particular 
periods in children’s school 
careers to ensure reading 
success.

 

A successful school-wide reading program is not identical in every grade, but 
the parts need to fit together to help readers develop a rich and balanced set 
of reading strategies. Observations of reading instruction in a school
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 without 
a coherent program showed significant variations in the content and experi-
ences children had from one grade to the next throughout the primary years—
the target years for reading acquisition. 

In kindergarten, children participated in holistic activities like journal writing 
and shared reading with very little specific instruction on phonemic awareness 
or letter-sound matching. As first graders, the same children were expected to 
participate in a highly structured program that required competent phonics 
analysis. The second-grade instruction required completing numerous work-
book exercises, rather than extended reading and writing activities that chil-
dren need to consolidate all the skills they are learning in word recognition, 
comprehension, spelling, and composition. In third grade, children read and 
discussed literature.

Clearly, this school’s literacy program lacked consistency and clarity in its 
reading program, which limited students’ opportunities to build on earlier 
learning as they progressed from kindergarten through third grade. The chil-
dren whose accuracy and fluency in word recognition were not highly devel-
oped had few occasions for feedback on existing strategies or the acquisition 
of new strategies. While some children may go unharmed by a lack of clarity 
and consistency in reading instruction, struggling readers will suffer from 
inconsistent programs in the primary years.

 

Focusing on a set of accom-
plishments such as those 
presented in Topics 1 to 7 
of this series illustrates 
the form that a shared per-
spective of children’s read-
ing acquisition can take.

 

Programs change across the primary grades to reflect the experiences chil-
dren need at different points of time to master key tasks. These changes, how-
ever, need to complement one another, contributing to the creation of 
successful readers. Throughout 

 

Every Child a Reader,

 

 the accomplishments 
from 

 

Preventing Reading Difficulties
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 were used to illustrate the tasks that 
confront children in their movement toward independent reading. Many states 
have established frameworks of accomplishments
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 as have districts around 
the country. Such frameworks can be useful as a place for teachers in a school 
or district to discuss the connections within their primary reading programs. 
Frameworks of accomplishments within these documents, including 

 

Prevent-
ing Reading Difficulties,

 

 were never meant to be viewed as mandates for 
instruction. However, these documents can be valuable as starting points for 
discussions in schools and school districts about the learning and instruction 
that students need to ensure independent reading by the end of third grade.
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Regular Opportunities for Teacher Collaboration

 

Collaboration among teach-
ers, which is the founda-
tion of a consistent reading 
program, is initiated and 
sustained by systemic 
effort on the part of school 
leaders.

 

A clear understanding of a school’s shared goals is the cornerstone to suc-
cessful reading programs. This understanding can only be achieved through 
regular dialogue between teachers. Schools that are highly successful in pro-
moting children’s reading build on their shared view of reading as teachers, 
principals, and other school personnel design instruction, choose assess-
ments, and identify the foci of their ongoing professional development.

 

Teachers agree on the core content of the reading program.

 

 Schools should 
have atmospheres where teachers can talk freely as colleagues about their 
practices, beliefs, challenges, and successes. They also need to explore the 
nature of reading programs in their area, and look closely at programs that 
have been successful with students similar to their own. Whether the teachers 
in a school select an external program to use or develop a “homegrown” pro-
gram, they need time to establish what works with their students.

 

Monitoring student achievement provides critical information.

 

 Although test-
ing programs are cross-sectional and tend to focus on a particular grade level, 
teachers should view student development longitudinally and across grade 
levels. Assessment should be aligned with the agreed-upon goals. These goals 
should be a primary consideration when assessing reading growth.

 

Professional development is crucial to school change.

 

 Whether teachers 
select a prepackaged program or create their own, opportunities for profes-
sional learning are critical to the process.
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 Professional learning within a suc-
cessful school is long term and requires extensive follow-through. It involves 
all teachers in the school, encourages collegiality, incorporates current knowl-
edge from well-designed research, and involves adequate funds for materials 
and substitute teachers so teachers have time for the learning experiences 
that they need. Professional development should be aligned with the estab-
lished goals for students. Finally, professional development should involve a 
continual analysis of how it and the reading program work in relationship to 
the school’s overall goals.

 

Provision of Interventions for Struggling Readers

 

Students who struggle to 
learn to read benefit from 
interventions, usually in 
the form of small group or 
tutoring programs.

 

No matter how good it is, the standard reading program in a school is not 
likely to meet the needs of all children. One study, for example, suggests that 
perhaps one-quarter of the at-risk students undergoing whole-class training in 
phonological awareness gain little insight into the structure of the spoken 
words, much less into reading.
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 When that happens, schools and teachers 
should have alternative programs or interventions available for students who 
will otherwise fall farther and farther behind. All available evidence points to 
the need for these interventions to include intensive small group or tutorial 
support. When interventions have been conducted with the entire class, their 
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TOPIC 8 School Programs

 

efficacy for struggling readers has not been comparable to small group or 
tutorial efforts.

 

9

 

Primary level teachers working in conjunction with teachers who have special-
ties such as Title I have several routes available to them when implementing 
interventions. Support can be acquired through a national effort. Teachers can 
read about and visit smaller-scale efforts that have been implemented in only 
a few sites but whose successful outcomes have been documented. Or teach-
ers can develop a “homegrown” model, capitalizing on the strengths and 
addressing the challenges of their particular school.

Even when a national model is implemented, its expression within a school 
often takes on a homegrown character.
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 Successful implementation of any 
intervention whatever its source, requires extensive involvement of all adults 
in the school.

 

Recent years have wit-
nessed an explosion of high 
quality, effective interven-
tions for primary-level stu-
dents.

 

The group of interventions that are presented here is by no means exhaustive. 
The aim is to provide a sampling of the primary types of interventions that are 
available. These include tutoring efforts conducted by specially trained teach-
ers or by volunteers; small-group efforts conducted by classroom teachers or 
by Title 1, special education, and bilingual teachers; and school-wide restruc-
turing of the reading program, including the implementation of tutoring for 
some children. The outcomes of all of these interventions have been described 
in the research literature. Their level of dissemination, however, differs greatly. 
In some cases, extensive dissemination of the models has occurred; in others, 
the efforts have remained at a local site. If you are interested in any of these 
programs, please consult the original sources and investigate them in depth.

 

Teacher-Student Ratio Model Description

 

School-wide Success for All
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K–5: 90 minutes of reading a day for all 
children in ability-grouped classes of 15–
20; additional individual tutoring is pro-
vided for a portion of the students.

Small-group Early Intervention in 
Reading (EIR)
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A classroom teacher provides 20 minutes 
of extra instruction for 5–7 struggling 
readers in first or second grade

Restructured Chapter 1
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Title I or special education teachers work 
with 3–4 children daily for particular peri-
ods of time, adding or “graduating” chil-
dren from instruction on the basis of 
quarterly assessments.

Individual tutorials Reading Recovery
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Specially trained teachers work with first 
graders individually in half-hour daily 
tutoring sessions for at least a school term.

Book Buddies
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Tutors are volunteers who meet several 
times a week with first and second grade 
children. Tutors are supervised by trained 
reading teachers.
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The nature of the interven-
tion or group of interven-
tions that work in a school 
will be a function of the 
profile of a school and the 
backgrounds of its teach-
ers.

 

In each of these programs there are agreed-upon goals for what children need 
to learn at particular points in learning to read. In most efforts, the instruc-
tional texts are carefully identified. In schools where substantial number of 
children require additional support to become independent readers by the end 
of third grade, several different interventions may need to be considered. For 
example, an intensive effort of specially trained teachers working with a por-
tion of the first graders may need to be augmented with small-group instruc-
tion by classroom teachers.

Further, the efforts of classroom teachers in the primary grades should be 
rethought. For example, if a tutoring effort has been effective with a portion of 
the first grade, a volunteer program might need to be initiated for second 
graders who are new to the school in second grade. 

Another factor requiring consideration in choosing an intervention is teachers’ 
backgrounds in teaching reading. The nature of support that is provided in dif-
ferent interventions differs substantially, influencing the number of children 
who are served over a period of time as well as the levels of reading that chil-
dren achieve. Whatever route is taken, it is important that all teachers in a 
given school are aware of and collaborate with those who are developing and 
implementing these programs.

 

Every child can become a 
reader when schools, com-
munities, and families 
work together in building 
skills and concepts, com-
prehension foundations, 
and engagement in reading 
and writing.

 

Creating and implementing school-wide reading programs requires teamwork, 
time, and commitment to a shared vision of successful reading among teach-
ers and school personnel. Teachers who understand children’s reading as a 
series of developmental accomplishments that build on each other are sensi-
tive to the integrated nature of reading. The key features of effective reading 
programs include:

 

●

 

a firm foundation on oral language and communication,

 

●

 

extensive opportunities to practice phonics analysis and word recognition,

 

●

 

early instruction on letter names and sounds, phonemic awareness, and 
concepts about print,

 

●

 

repeated use of high frequency words in authentic reading and writing 
activities,

 

●

 

scaffolded instruction with comprehension strategies,

 

●

 

many opportunities to write for meaningful purposes and audiences, and 

 

●

 

classroom activities that engage children’s interests and support positive 
self-perceptions of their growing abilities as readers. 

It is not easy to implement a school-wide program combining these features, 
but when such programs are created by teachers and administrators and 
delivered in successive grades, they provide consistent support for the devel-
opment of independent, life-long readers.
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