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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

KEY EVALUATION QUESTIONS AND STUDY DESCRIPTION

Evaluation Context

According to the National Assessment of Educational Progress (U.S. Department of Education 2006),
36 percent of fourth graders read below the basic level. Such literacy problems can worsen as students
advance through school and are exposed to progressively more complex concepts and courses. While
schools often are able to provide some literacy intervention, many lack the resources teachers skilled in
literacy development and appropriate learning materials to help older students in elementary school
reach grade-level standards in reading.

The consequences of this problem are life changing. Young people entering high school in the bottom
quartile of achievement are substantially more likely than students in the top quartile to drop out of
school, setting in motion a host of negative social and economic outcomes for students and their
families.
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We have collected test data and other information on students, parents, teachers, classrooms, and
schools several times over a two-year period. Key data collection points include the period just before
the interventions began, when baseline information was collected, and the periods immediately after and
one year after the interventions ended, when follow-up data were collected.

The Interventions

We did not design new instructional programs for this evaluation. Rather, we employed either parts or
all of four existing and widely used remedial reading instructional programs: Corrective Reading, Failure
Free Reading, Spell Read P.A.T., and Wilson Reading.

As the evaluation was originally conceived, the four interventions would fall into two instructional
classifications with two interventions in each. The interventions in one classification would focus only
on word-level skills, and the interventions in the other classification would focus equally on word-level
skills and reading comprehension/vocabulary. Developing word-level skills helps children overcome
two of the three problems that struggling readers in late elementary school generally face, namely,
accuracy and fluency. Struggling readers rely heavily on guessing based on the context of the passage,
and they encounter more words that they cannot read “by sight” than do average readers. The
interventions designed to focus on both word-level skills and reading comprehension will directly
address the third type of reading problem faced by struggling readers, comprehending the text.

Corrective Reading and Wilson Reading were modified to fit within the first of these classifications. The
decision to modify these two intact programs was justified both because it created two treatment classes
that were aligned with the different types of reading deficits observed in struggling readers, and because
it gave us sufficient statistical power to contrast the relative effectiveness of the two classes. Because
Corrective Reading and Wilson Reading were modified, results from this study do not provide complete












were third and fifth graders. In this second (and last) report from the evaluation, we present estimates of
impacts on scores from the same tests as of the end of the following year, when most of the students
were fourth and sixth graders. We also present estimates of impacts on PSSA scores. However, the
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In practice, impacts were estimated using hierarchical linear models, with separate models for the third-
and fifth-grade cohorts. The models include a student-level model and a school-level model. In the
student-level model, we include an indicator for treatment status and the baseline test score. The
baseline test score was included to increase the precision with which we measured the impact, that is, to
reduce the standard error of the estimated impact. The school-level model includes indicators that show
the intervention to which each school was randomly assigned and indicators for the blocking strata used
in the random assignment of schools to interventions.

Our key findings are as follows:

e The interventions improved some reading skills. For students in the third-grade
cohort, the four interventions combined had impacts on phonemic decoding, word
reading accuracy and fluency, and reading comprehension, although impacts were not
detected for all measures of accuracy and fluency or comprehension (see Table 2). For
students in the fifth-grade cohort, the four interventions combined improved phonemic
decoding on one measure, but led to a small reduction in oral reading fluency. The three
word-level interventions combined had similar impacts to those for all four interventions
combined, although they did not have an impact on either measure of comprehension
for students in the third-grade cohort, and they did have impacts on both measures of
phonemic decoding for students in the fifth-grade cohort. For students in the third-
grade cohort, Failure Free Reading (the only word level plus comprehension program)
had impacts on one measure of phonemic decoding, two of the three measures of word
reading accuracy and fluency, and one measure of comprehension. However, this
intervention did not have any impacts for students in the fifth-grade cohort.
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The key findings presented in this report for the seven tests administered for this study one year after the
interventions ended are similar to the findings from the end of the intervention year. In our earlier report
(Torgesen et al. 2006) we found that the four interventions combined and the three word-level
interventions had impacts for students in the third-grade cohort on phonemic decoding, word reading
accuracy and fluency, and reading comprehension. We found fewer significant impacts for students in
the fifth-grade cohort than for students in third-grade cohort. Also, for the four interventions
combined, the reading gaps for students in the intervention group were generally smaller than the gaps
for students in the control group.
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Control Control Control Control Control Control
Grade 3 Cohort Baseline  Gain Gain Gain Gain Gain Gain

Word Attack 924 -0.3 53* 0.3 55* -2.2 4.9 * -0.3 54 * 0.5 58 * 0.7 52%*
TOWRE PDE 85.5 11 40 * 1.0 49* 1.3 13



Grade 3 Cohort

PSSA Reading -15.6 -3.8 -51.1* -39.9 52.5 -23.8
PSSA Math 20.2 14.2 384 -15.5 56.6 * 14
Sample Size 329 240 89 92 71 77
Grade 5 Cohort

PSSA Reading -27.3 * -25.3 -334 * -30.0 -23.8 -22.1
PSSA Math -288* # -340* # -13.4 -20.1 -56.4* # -254 *
Sample Size 408 280 128 102 92 86

Note: According to the first row of estimates, students in the third-grade cohort assigned to the Failure Free Reading intervention achieved a
standardized score on the PSSA Reading test that was 51.1 points lower than the average score achieved by the students in the control group, a

* Impact is statistically significant at the 0.05 level.
# Impact is statistically different form the 3rd grade impact at the 0.05 level.
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Figure 5

Gap Reduction for Third-Grade Cohort: Passage Comprehension
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Figure 7

Gap Reduction for Fifth-Grade Cohort: Word Attack

100 = Treatment
L Gap = 2.7
Percent Reduction in gap = _—— !
(2.7/5.3)*100 = 50% 95 - ;
Impact
Control Gap =27
o 90 =53
o
[&]
N
85 -
80 -
75 T
Fall 2003 Spring 2005

Test Administration



Figure 9

Gap Reduction for Fifth-Grade Cohort: Word Identification
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I. INTRODUCTION

A. OVERVIEW

According to the National Assessment of Educational Progress (U.S. Department of Education 2006),
36 percent of fourth graders read below the basic level. Unfortunately, such literacy problems get worse
as students advance through school and are exposed to progressively more complex concepts and
courses. Historically, nearly three-quarters of these students never attain average levels of reading skill,
and the consequences are life changing. Young people entering high school in the bottom quartile of
achievement are substantially more likely than students in the top quartile to drop out of school, setting
in motion a host of negative social and economic outcomes for students and their families.

To address this problem, many school districts have created remedial programs that aim to produce, on






activities devoted to building vocabulary and reading comprehension strategies. These interventions
include extended activities that are designed to increase comprehension and word knowledge
(vocabulary), and these activities would take roughly the same amount of instructional time as the
activities designed to increase word reading accuracy and fluency.

Although we sought to contrast word level and word level plus comprehension methods, we did not
design new instructional programs to fit these two classifications. Rather, we employed either parts or all
of four existing and widely used remedial reading instructional programs: Corrective Reading, Failure
Free Reading, Spell Read P.A.T, and Wilson Reading. These four interventions were selected from more



achieved by “push in” programs, in which small groups are taught within their regular classroom, this
was not a practical solution for this study because our instructional groups of struggling readers were
comprised of children assigned to several different regular classrooms within each school.3

From this discussion, it is evident that this study is an evaluation of interventions that both focus on
particular content and are delivered in a particular manner. Our decision to manipulate both of these
dimensions simultaneously is consistent with one of the most important goals of the study: to examine
the extent to which the reading skills of struggling readers in grades three and five could be significantly
accelerated if high quality instruction was delivered with sufficient intensity and skill. It also means, of
course, that if there is a significant impact of an intervention compared to the control group, the impact
could be related either to the increased intensity of instruction or to the particular focus of the
intervention.

D. EVALUATION DESIGN AND IMPLEMENTATION

We designed the evaluation to answer the following questions:

1. What is the impact of being in any of the four remedial reading interventions, considered
as a group, relative to the instruction provided by the schools? What is the impact of being
in one of the remedial reading programs that focuses primarily on developing word-level
skills, considered as a group, relative to the instruction provided by the schools? What is
the impact of being in each of the four particular remedial reading interventions,
considered individually, relative to the instruction provided by the schools?

2. Do the impacts of the interventions vary across students with different baseline
characteristics?

3. To what extent can the instruction provided in this study close the reading gap and bring
struggling readers within the normal range, relative to the instruction provided by their
schools?

We implemented the evaluation in the Allegheny Intermediate Unit (AlU), which is located just outside
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. The evaluation is a large-scale, longitudinal evaluation comprising two main
elements. The first element of the evaluation is an impact study of the four interventions based on a
scientifically rigorous design—an experimental design that uses random assignment at two levels: (1) 50
schools from 27 school districts in the AIU were randomly assigned to one of the four interventions;
and (2) within each school, eligible children in grades three and five were randomly assigned to a
treatment group or to a control group. Students assigned to the intervention group (treatment group)
were placed by the program providers and local coordinators into instructional groups of three students.

3 One implication of providing pull out instruction is that the intervention students might receive less reading
instruction in their regular classrooms or through other instruction provided by their schools. The implementation study
revealed that this did occur. In grade 3, students in both the treatment and control groups received, on average, the same
number of hours of reading instruction per week during the intervention year, although more of the treatment group









Il. DESIGN AND IMPLEMENTATION OF STUDY

This evaluation has two main elements: (1) an impact study, and (2) an implementation study. The
implementation study has examined the instruction provided by the four interventions and the
instruction provided outside of the interventions to both the students who participated in the
interventions and those who did not. We describe the design and main findings of that study in
Torgesen et al. (2006). We summarize the findings and present some additional findings in the next
chapter.

This chapter focuses on the impact study. The impact study is based on a scientifically rigorous
design—an experimental design that uses random assignment at two levels: (1) schools were randomly
assigned to one of the four interventions; and (2) within each school, eligible children in grades three and
five were randomly assigned to a treatment group or to a control group. Randomization at the school-
level was done so that the interventions would be implemented within similar schools. Randomization at
the student-level ensures that the students in the



within four strata defined by the percentage of students eligible for free or reduced-price school lunch.5
One school unit (consisting of two schools) dropped out of the study after randomization, but before it
learned of its random assignment, leaving 31 school units and 50 schools in the study.6.7

To assess the similarity of the intervention groups after randomly assigning schools, Table 11.1 shows the
distribution of school unit-level covariates across the four groups of school units assigned to each
intervention. Torgesen et al. (2006) also compared the schools in the study with other schools in the
AlU and with schools nationwide. Tables I1.2 and 11.3 present comparisons based on student-level
covariates, and the final columns of each of those tables also show tests of significance for differences in
student-level covariates across the four interventions. The only two significant differences in the school
unit-level covariates across the four interventions are both attributable to differences in school size. By
chance, five of the six smallest schools were assigned to Wilson Reading, so some of the variables
directly related to enrollment (total enrollment and average class size) differ across the four
interventions. On student-level covariates, we observe a few differences. With just 32 school units
randomized, however, it is not surprising to observe such differences among the four groups.8 While
small differences could affect the inferences we draw from the impact analysis when comparing
interventions, our impact analyses are based on the differences in reading achievement for students in



e Identify Potentially Eligible Students. Teachers in the 50 schools identified 1,576
struggling readers in third or fifth grade for screening. Nearly all (1,502) of these students
were screened.10

Failure Free Spell Wilson Corrective

School Characteristics Reading Read Reading Reading
Measurements of School Size

Total enrollment 506 563 389 508 *

Average enrollment per grade 118 113 68 118

Number of grades in school 5 5 6 5

Both 3rd and 5th grades in school 0.88 0.63 1.00 0.63

Number of 3rd grade classes 4.4 5.0 3.4 4.4

Number enrolled in 3rd grade 110 118 69 95

Number of 5th grade classes 5.9 4.6 3.2 5.7

Number enrolled in 5th grade 153 116 69 144

Average class size 25 24 21 23 *
Characteristics of Students in the School

Fraction eligible for free or reduced price lunch 0.35 0.36 0.40 0.34

Fraction of students who leave during the year 0.04 0.03 0.09 0.09

Fraction white 0.85 0.70 0.76 0.82

Fraction African American 0.14 0.29 0.23 0.16
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Baseline Means Treat.  Cont. Treat. Cont. Treat.  Cont. Treat.  Cont.

Student Characteristics

Age 10.6 10.6 10.9 10.7 10.8 105 * 107 10.6
Male (%) 53 51 55 58 54 66 49 59
Hispanic (%) a a a a a a a a
Race--White (%) 78 83 76 67 55 59 83 86
Race--African American (%) 22 17 24 33 45 41 18 14
Race--Other (%) a a a a a a a a
Family income less than $30,000 (%) 41 50 51 54 73 47 * 32 46
Family income between $30,000 and $60,000 (%) 43 33 39 34 23 36 43 36
Family income over $60,000 (%) 16 17 10 12 a a * 25 18
Eligible for free or reduced price lunch (%) 42 46 53 41 * 58 41 * 41 47
Has any learning or other disability (%) 27 36 29 30 32 28 29 29
Mother has bachelor's degree or higher (%) 12 17 5 9 a a * 15 29
Screening Tests
TOWRE Sight Word Efficiency 84.1 85.3 84.1 85.3 83.1 85.0 82.7 835
TOWRE Phonemic Decoding Efficiency 81.7 798 * 781 79.6 82.3 82.3 80.1 81.2
Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test--Revised 94.8 95.1 92.3 92.6 91.8 99.7 * 952 98.3

Efficiency Baseline Tests



Table 11.4

Baseline Characteristics of Full Sample and Sample for Three Word-level Interventions, by Treatment Status:
3rd Grade Analysis Sample

All Word-level
Interventions Interventions
Baseline Means Treatment  Control Treatment  Control
Student Characteristics
Age 8.7 8.7 8.7 8.7
Male (%) 56 47 57 43
Hispanic (%) 2 3 a a
Race--White (%) 68 72 65 69
Race--African American (%) 32 28 35 31
Race--Other (%) a a a a
Family income less than $30,000 (%) 47 50 50 53
Family income between $30,000 and $60,000 (%) 36 33 30 29
Family income over $60,000 (%) 17 18 20 18
Eligible for free or reduced price lunch (%) 43 47 42 46
Has any learning or other disability (%) 34 33 33 29
Mother has bachelor's degree or higher (%) 13 13 12 14
Screening Tests
TOWRE Sight Word Efficiency 85.6 83.3 * 85.9 837 *
TOWRE Phonemic Decoding Efficiency 85.4 85.7 85.9 85.9
Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test--Revised 94.2 94.6 94.6 94.6
Baseline Tests
WRM Word ldentification 89.7 87.7 * 89.9 87.8 *
TOWRE Phonemic Decoding Efficiency 86.0 85.0 86.6 85.3
WRM Word Attack 93.0 91.8 94.0 92.8
TOWRE Sight Word Efficiency 88.2 84.9 * 88.5 851 *
AIMSweb (Raw score) 443 37.6 * 46.5 39.0 *
WRM Passage Comprehension 935 89.7 * 94.3 90.2 *
GRADE 88.0 84.3 * 88.6 840 *
Woodcock Johnson Spelling 89.9 87.2 89.7 87.4
Woodcock Johnson Calculation 96.4 94.3 * 97.7 934 *
Sample Size 203 126 152 88

Note: Weights were used to account for differential randomization probabilities and nonresponse.

Note: All test scores are shown as standard scores, unless otherwise indicated. All standard scores have mean 100 and
standard deviation 15. The mean raw scores for AIMSweb tests, administered to students across the country in the fall
in the school years 2000-2001, 2001-2002, and 2002-2003, were 75 and 112 for third and fifth graders, respectively.
The respective standard deviations were 39 and 47.

* Difference between treatment and control groups is statistically significant at the 0.05 level.

a Values suppressed to protect student confidentiality.



Baseline Means

Student Characteristics
Age
Male (%)
Hispanic (%)
Race--White (%)
Race--African American (%)
Race--Other (%)
Family income less than $30,000 (%)
Family income between $30,000 and $60,000 (%)
Family income over $60,000 (%)
Eligible for free or reduced price lunch (%)
Has any learning or other disability (%)
Mother has bachelor's degree or higher (%)

Screening Tests
TOWRE Sight Word Efficiency
TOWRE Phonemic Decoding Efficiency
Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test--Revised

Baseline Tests
WRM Word ldentification
TOWRE Phonemic Decoding Efficiency
WRM Word Attack
TOWRE Sight Word Efficiency
AIMSweb (Raw score)
WRM Passage Comprehension
GRADE
Woodcock Johnson Spelling
Woodcock Johnson Calculation

Sample Size

Treatment

10.7
53

73
27

48
38
14
48
29

83.5
80.5
93.6

88.2
80.7
92.7
83.7
77.2
91.5
90.3
90.8
941

224

Control

10.6
58

74
26

49
35
16
44
31
18

84.8
80.7
96.4

89.1
81.3
93.7
84.7
76.8
93.7
92.1
911
94.3

176

*

Treatment

10.8
53

72
28

51
36
14
51
30

83.3
80.1
93.2

875
80.2
92.4
83.5
76.6
91.2
89.9
89.8
941

162

Note: Weights were used to account for differential randomization probabilities and nonresponse.

* Difference between treatment and control groups is statistically significant at the 0.05 level.

Control

10.6
61

71
29

49
35
16
43
29
18

84.6
81.0
96.8

89.2
81.2
94.0
84.3
77.2
94.3
92.0
90.7
94.6

110



e Randomly Assign Eligible Students to the Treatment and Control Groups
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Screening test scores Mean
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92 for Passage Comprehension. These baseline scores for word-level skills are much higher than
corresponding scores from a set of 13 intervention samples recently reviewed by Torgesen (2005). The
students in those studies were of approximately the same ages as those in the present study, and their
average baseline standard score for Word Attack was 75 and their average baseline score for Word
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e Oral Reading Fluency subtest from Edformation, Inc., (Howe and Shinn 2002). The
text of this report refers to these passages as AIMSweb passages, Zhich is the term used
broadly in the reading practice community.

Reading Comprehension

e Passage Comprehension (PC) subtest from the WRMT-R

e Passage Comprehension from the Group Reading Assessment and Diagnostic
Evaluation (GRADE; Williams 2001)

For all tests except the AIMSweb passages, the analysis used grade-normalized standard scores, Zhich
indicate /here a student falls within the overall distribution of reading ability among students in the same
grade.21.22 Scores above 100 indicate above-average performance; scores below 100 indicate below-
average performance. In the population of students across the country at all levels of reading ability,
standard scores are constructed to have a mean of 100 and a standard deviation of 15, implying that
approximately 70 percent of all students’ scores will fall between 85 and 115, and that approximately 95
percent of all students’ scores will fall between 70 and 130.22 For the AIMSweb passages, the score used
in this analysis is the median correct words per minute from three grade-level passages. (See the note on
Table 11.2 for more information about the means and standard deviations for the scores on the
AlIMSweb tests.) Table I1.8 shows estimates of test reliability, and Tables 1.9 and 11.10 present
correlations between tests for the third-grade students and fifth-grade students, respectively. The shaded
boxes in Tables 1.9 and 11.10 indicate tests that measure similar constructs: tests measuring phonemic
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for the WRMT-R (Woodcock 1998) reports a correlation between the Word ldentification measure and
Passage Comprehension measure of 0.67 for third graders and 0.59 for fifth graders. The lack of a
strong correlation between the two measures of reading comprehension may reflect several differences
in the way the tests are administered and the types of required responses.

b. Measures of Spelling and Mathematics Calculation Ability Administered for the Evaluation
The spelling and calculation subtests from the Woodcock-Johnson I11 Tests of Achievement (WJ-III;

Woodcock, McGrew, and Mather 2001) assessed spelling and mathematics calculation abilities. Table
11.8 includes estimated reliabilities for these tests as well as the seven reading tests.

c. Measures of Reading and Mathematics from the PSSA

20
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Table 11.8

Tests Administered for the Second Follow-Up (End of the 2004-05 School Year)

Test Reliability

Measures of Reading
Phonemic Decoding
Woodcock Test-R (WRMT-R) Word Attack (WA) 0.90°
Test of Word Reading Efficiency (TOWRE) Phonemic Decoding Efficiency (PDE) 0.93°

Word Reading Accuracy and Fluency

WRMT-R Word Identification (WI) 0.942
TOWRE Sight Word Efficiency (SWE) 0.95°
Aimsweb Oral Reading Passages (AIMS) 0.92°

Reading Comprehension

WRMT-R Passage Comprehension (PCG) 0.82°

Group Reading Assessment and Diagnostic Evaluation Passage Comprehension (GRADE) grage 25 8882
rade 5: 0.

Other Tests
Woodcock Johnson Tests of Achievement-I11 (WJ-111)

Spelling 0.89°

Calculation 0.85°

& Split-half reliability
® Alternate-form reliability
¢ Internal consistency reliability






b. School Records Form

At the end of the 2004-05 academic year, we obtained data on each student using a school records form.
We collected information on enrollment, attendance, and suspensions; characteristics such as limited
English proficiency status, eligibility for the free or reduced-price lunch program, and disabilities; reading
services; Individual Education Plan (IEP) or Service Agreement specifications; grade promotion and
retention; course grades; and reading and math standardized test scores.
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EXHIBIT 1. SECOND FOLLOW-UP STUDENT PERFORMANCE MEASURES

READING MEASURES

Phonemic Decoding

Word Attack subtest from the Woodcock Reading Mastery Test-Revised (WRMT-R; Woodcock 1998)
requires students to pronounce printed nonwords that are spelled according to conventional English
spelling patterns.

Phonemic Decoding Efficiency subtest from the Test of Word Reading Efficiency (TOWRE;
Torgesen, Wagner, and Rashotte 1999) requires students to pronounce nonwords from a list of
increasing difficulty as fast as they can. The score is the number of words correctly pronounced within
45 seconds.

Word Reading Accuracy and Fluency

Word Identification subtest from the WRMT-R requires students to pronounce real words from a list of
increasing difficulty. The child’s score is the total number of words read correctly before reaching a
ceiling, which is determined when the child makes a specific number of errors in a row.

Sight Word Efficiency subtest from the TOWRE requires students to pronounce real words from a list
of increasing difficulty as fast as they can. The score is the number of words correctly pronounced
within 45 seconds.

Oral Reading Fluency subtest from Edformation, Inc., (Howe and Shinn, 2002) requires students to
read three passages at their grade level (third or




I11. IMPLEMENTATION ANALYSIS

The purpose of this evaluation is to estimate the impact of four reading interventions when they are
delivered with as much fidelity and skill as can be attained in a standard school setting. Our procedures
to ensure high quality implementation of the interventions included careful selection of teachers to
deliver the interventions, training and supervision of intervention teachers by the program developers,
and the use of a full-time study coordinator, whose duties included working with school personnel to
facilitate the scheduling of intervention sessions and minimize disruptions so that each student could
receive at least 100 hours of instruction. We then collected information to evaluate the quality and
fidelity of the intervention implementations, as well as to understand how the interventions fit into the
overall reading instruction for each child. A detailed discussion of our findings from this assessment,
and a description of the procedures for selecting, training, and supporting the intervention teachers can
be found in Torgesen et al. (2006). In this report, we summarize the key implementation findings from
the prior report and present some new findings pertaining to students’ hours of reading instruction in
the year after the interventions.

As described in Torgesen et al. (2006), we used a variety of instruments to evaluate implementation.
These included documentation of the amount of training received by each of the intervention teachers,
daily attendance logs for all intervention sessions, video-tapes of a sample of intervention sessions,
ratings of the intervention teachers by program trainers and study coordinators, and questionnaires
completed for each participating student by his or her classroom teacher. The video tapes were used in
three separate analyses: an analysis of program fidelity and general teacher quality, a verification of
session length (which had implications for total hours of instruction), and an analysis of intervention
program content. The classroom teacher surveys were used to describe each student’s total reading
instruction; these surveys were completed for both the intervention year and the year following the
intervention.

Later in this section, we present an integrated discussion of our findings regarding hours of total reading
instruction during both years of the study. We begin, however, with a brief summary of our other key
findings from the first year of the study and a description of the instructional elements and procedures
for each of the four interventions.

A. SUMMARY OF KEY IMPLEMENTATION FINDINGS

Hours of instruction. The large majority (93 percent) of students in the treatment group received at
least 80 hours of intervention instruction. This represents a sustained and substantial level of exposure
to intensive instruction, even though only 14 percent of intervention students received the intended dose
of 100 hours. There were no significant differences in average hours of instruction across interventions,
although fifth-grade students received fewer hours of intervention (88 hours) on average than did third-
grade students (93 hours).

Heterogeneity of instructional groups. Due to the practical constraints imposed by the incidence and
diversity of reading difficulties among third and fifth graders in the AIU schools participating in this
evaluation, the instructional groups formed for the intervention were heterogeneous with regard to their
beginning word-level skills. At each grade level, the average difference between the highest and lowest
baseline Word Attack scores among the three students in an instructional group was about one standard
deviation. Nonetheless, the program developers indicated in follow-up conversations that this amount of
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within-group heterogeneity was not unusual in comparison with what they normally observe when
delivering their interventions in other settings.24

Training of intervention teachers. Representatives of the four reading programs trained the
intervention teachers. On average, teachers received almost 70 hours of professional development over
the course of the intervention, starting with five days of intensive training for all teachers in August 2003.
The total amount of professional development varied across the reading programs, but all of the
program providers agreed that the amount of training and professional development equaled or
exceeded what they would typically deliver to new teachers in a school setting.

Trainer ratings of intervention teachers. The trainers from each reading program rated the teaching
performance of teachers under their supervision. According to the trainers, the average instruction
teacher’s performance fell somewhere in the top half among similarly experienced teachers whom they
had observed. In addition, the trainers’ average ratings on five dimensions of program fidelity and three
dimensions of general teacher quality were well above the satisfactory level for all dimensions and all
programs.

Video analysis of intervention teachers. Each teacher was videotaped twice over the course of the
intervention, and the videos were analyzed for adherence to program guidelines. Each program had
slightly different dimensions along which fidelity was assessed, as well as different criteria for judging
adequacy. Deviations from criterion were judged by members of the evaluation team as minor,
moderate, or extreme. Overall, there were no extreme deviations and relatively few moderate deviations.
The moderate deviations that did occur were primarily with regard to time in session (most sessions ran
shorter than anticipated) and fine points of program technique.

Time by activity analysis. The videotaped instructional sessions were also analyzed to determine how
teachers allocated time across instructional activities. The analysis showed that the distribution of time
between word-level and vocabulary/comprehension activities did not conform to the categorization of
the interventions in the original study design (which was based on the description of instructional
activities from the program providers). As a consequence, the programs were regrouped for analysis,
with the three programs that devoted most of their instructional time to improving word-level reading
skills grouped together.

More detailed information pertaining to these and other results from our implementation analysis can be
found in Torgesen et al. (2006).

B. DESCRIPTION OF THE INTERVENTIONS

A description of the essential instructional elements and procedures of each of the four instructional
methods, as they were implemented in this study, is provided below, along with results from Torgesen et
al. (2006) about the relative amount of time devoted to instruction in word-level skills versus vocabulary
and comprehension.

24 Furthermore, we previously found no consistent patterns in the relationship between instructional group
heterogeneity and students’ reading outcomes (Torgesen et al. 2006).
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pace based on initial placement testing and frequent criterion testing. Two levels of story books
are available.

Students who show mastery at the second level progress to a related program called Verbal
Master, which uses the same instructional principles but emphasizes vocabulary building and
writing activities rather than passage reading. Verbal Master activities include listening to
definitions and applications of target vocabulary words and interpreting and constructing
sentences containing the target words. The curriculum also provides reinforcement exercises
such as sentence completion and fill-in-the-blank activities as well as basic instruction in
composition. Most of the third-grade students assigned to the Failure Free condition spent all of
their instructional time working within the first and second level of story sequences. On the
other hand, 65 percent of the fifth-grade students spent half or more of their instructional time
in Verbal Master.

Estimated allocation of instructional time: 48 percent on word-level skills and 52 percent on
comprehension/vocabulary.

C. TOTAL HOURS OF REA