
 

Reading ability soars if young struggling
readers get school's intensive help
immediately

November 4 2015, by Margaret Allen

  
 

  

Reading skills improve very little when schools follow the current
standard practice of waiting for struggling readers to fail first before
providing them with additional help, according to researchers at
Southern Methodist University, Dallas.

In contrast, a recent study found that a dynamic intervention in which
struggling readers received the most intensive help immediately, enabled
students to significantly outperform their peers who had to wait for
additional help, said Stephanie Al Otaiba, lead author on the research.
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"We studied how well struggling readers respond to generally effective
standard protocols of intervention to help them improve. We found that
how those interventions are provided within a school—how immediately
they are provided—makes an important difference," said Al Otaiba,
professor of teaching and learning in the Annette Caldwell Simmons
School of Education and Human Development at SMU.

Proficient reading is critical, and early intervention is imperative, said co-
author and academic skills measurement expert Paul Yovanoff, also a
professor of teaching and learning in the Simmons School.

About 40 percent of U.S. children in fourth grade do not read at a
proficient level, Yovanoff said.

"We're not talking about a small group of children," he said. "We're
talking about a large group. And the number is higher in urban areas and
higher among minority students. How can these kids grow up and
participate in society as moms and dads in the economy unless they're
literate? Reading is a bottleneck for their success in school and in life."

Determined to help more struggling readers, the researchers hope the
findings of their study will lead to further research that helps educators
identify where the malleable levers are for change within school systems
and in professional development for teachers.

"It's possible schools could manage interventions and assess interventions
differently," Al Otaiba said. "And schools might also provide teachers
with different or added professional development, coaching and support,
particularly where so many struggling readers are included in general
education for a large portion of the school day."

A wait-to-fail system can be the unintended consequence of response to
intervention as it's currently practiced in U.S. schools, the researchers
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said.

"If you have to wait a certain time to demonstrate that you need more
help, then it's a wait-to-fail system," Yovanoff said. "Good teaching
would collect frequent information about the student's performance and
adjust help appropriately."

The research was funded by the National Institute of Child Health and
Human Development of the National Institutes of Health.

Co-author was Jeanne Wanzek, the Florida Center for Reading
Research, Florida State University.

The researchers reported the findings in their article "Response to
Intervention" in the European Scientific Journal. It's published online at
the European Scientific Journal site.

Those with intensive intervention immediately
outperformed

The study, initiated in 2011, followed 522 first grade public school
students for three years through third grade.

At the start of the study, the children were young beginning readers with
the poorest initial reading skills, who were struggling and at risk for
developing reading disabilities.

The children were randomly sorted into two groups. One group was
assigned to receive an immediate and intensive intervention, which
included additional structured reading instruction 45 minutes a day, four
days a week, in subgroups of three to five students.
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The second group started with good classroom instruction. Children who
didn't respond well after eight weeks received additional help. If they
continued not to respond, they received another layer of help. Educators
call this approach a multi-tier model of response to intervention.

"We contrasted the multi-tier model with what we call a dynamic model,
where we gave kids with the weakest initial skills the strongest
intervention right away," Al Otaiba said. "The kids in the dynamic
system outperformed the kids who got help later."

Struggling readers boosted skills significantly

The researchers followed up on the students in third grade, and found
that those that had received the immediate intensive intervention
continued to outperform the children who had to wait, Al Otaiba said.

Those children are now in sixth grade, and the researchers continue to
monitor their performance.

Students in the study who received appropriate intensive interventions
significantly outperformed the students who had to wait by a third of a
standard deviation, Yovanoff said

"So when we say our intervention has improved performance by a third
of a standard deviation, we've increased their skill beyond a random
fluctuation in performance," he said "We're quite confident this child
has in fact learned to a very significant degree. It's statistically
significant."

Even those helped the most failed to catch up with
peers
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Did struggling readers who improved catch up to their non-struggling
peers, however?

Yes—in their ability to pronounce and read a real word, the researchers
found.

But they continued to lag behind their peers in how fast they could read,
and in intonation and comprehension.

"Still, they were less far behind in those areas than the kids who had to
wait to get help," Al Otaiba said.

The researchers measured growth and change over time, as opposed to a
student's performance at one specific point. So as time goes on, it's
possible to see the gap closing, the researchers said.

The researchers hope the study findings will guide schools in effective 
intervention practices.

"The notion is to develop more intensive, individualized interventions to
help prevent reading problems and maximize reading skills for children
who are struggling," Al Otaiba said.

  More information: Response to Intervention: 
www.eujournal.org/index.php/esj/article/view/5561
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