
 

motivation. In addition, o� ering choice makes it more 
likely that every reader will be matched to a text that he 
or she can read well.” He further cites Krashen’s work 
indicating that “research has demonstrated that 
access to self-selected texts improves students’ 
reading performance.” 

In addition to a� ording a plethora of choices, classroom 
libraries also solve the issue of immediate access to 
books. Removing any barriers between students and 
good, readable, inviting literature goes hand-in-hand 
with fostering motivation by any means possible. For 
all students, but particularly in those that struggle 
with reading tasks, proximity is paramount. And, 
this is a fact that is supported by countless experts 
and educators; among them is Regie Routman who 
espouses as such in her book Reading Essentials, 
noting that “[a]ccess to interesting books is especially 
critical for struggling readers.”
  

Conclusion: Book Access 
And Choice Are a Must

All things considered, the decision 
on how to bolster e� orts made 
towards reading comprehension 
improvement is incredibly 
nuanced and requires thoughtful 
consideration. As each state and 

district dedicates resources and expert panels towards 
evaluating these factors, there is no question that a 
multi-faceted approach is the most comprehensive 
and robust way to move forward. And, within that 
complex solution, one thing is constant; students 
need to have access to diverse, high-quality, print 
material that they want to read.

Booksource is proud to be a knowledgeable and 
trusted voice in the conversation surrounding reading 
comprehension and literacy. We hope that the 
information in the report provided helps to guide you 
towards fi nding the right solution for your specifi c 
program needs.
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“                     Well-stocked classroom  
                    libraries are an ideal solution
                    to solidifying high motivation 
among a whole classroom as they are 
a perfect option for providing a wealth 
of materials that satisfy very varied 
interests across a broad spectrum of 
reading abilities. 

        election of a reading intervention program 
        is a decision that administrators, teachers, 
reading specialists and other faculty and sta
  
members alike approach with careful analysis, 
sincere e
 orts and the most honorable of intentions. 
Between these factors and the requirements tied 
to funding sources dictating that any selected 
programs must demonstrate moderate to strong 
evidence of success, the decision on which 
program to implement can become almost 
incomprehensibly complicated. 

And, while it should be a carefully considered 
choice, it’s also important to recognize the intricacies 
involved in the assessment of evidence as well as the 
conditional factors that a
 ect the outcome, not to 
mention the fact that there may be more to evaluating 
any intervention program than is practical and 
replicable for each potential option.

Book Access and Choice as 
Primary Factors Contributing 
to Reading Improvement

          The decision on which 
                    program to implement 
                    can become almost 
incomprehensibly complicated.

BOOKSOURCE.COM    800.444.0435
“

S

1230 Macklind Avenue
St. Louis, MO 63110
www.booksource.com

Contact us at: service@booksource.com
Visit online anytime at Booksource.com or give us a call at 800.444.0435

To have Booksource help you find the best leveled books to support reading development, 
visit Booksource.com/strivingreaders or call 800.444.0435. 

Student ACCESS to 
many books and personal 
CHOICE of what to read 
are the two most powerful 
instructional design 
factors for improving 
reading motivation and 
comprehension. 
(Guthrie, 2004)
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INSIDE
Motivation and Proximity 
As Factors in Reading 
Improvement
While it is quite evident that the perfect solution 
does not exist, ruling out some common pitfalls and 
missteps is a useful stride forward when it comes 
to selecting an e� ective program. So, it seems that 
adopting a reading intervention program that allows 
for balance and fl exibility at its core is critical. And, 
once we account for those factors we would do well 
to consider the concepts of motivation and proximity 
and their importance in cultivating reading skills.

Exploring the concept of motivation in learning is 
nothing groundbreaking, and neither is its application 
in reading development. It stands to reason that 
actually wanting to read for knowledge and enjoyment 
would be powerful factors in cultivating more practice 
and that this will ultimately lead to improvement in 
reading. And, as we continue to explore contemporary 
research on literacy and on e� ective components of 
reading interventions, we fi nd that support for this 
idea goes beyond simply educators’ intuition and 
psychological principle.

Gerard Buteau, professor of Education at Plymouth 
State University, addresses such matters in his article 
on strategies to motivate the K-3 reader published 
in the New Hampshire Journal of Education; he 
references the National Reading Panel’s 2000 report 
and raises Gambrell and Marinak’s assertion from their 
paper presented at the 2009 annual meeting of the 
Association for Literacy Educators “that motivation 

is a “key pillar” (p 15) of e� ective reading instruction 
not addressed in the report[.]” He continues in this 
vein, citing ‘a 2004 study reported by Guthrie and 
Humenick, [in which] motivation accounted for 17 to 
40-plus percentile points on standardized achievement 
tests of students’ reading abilities” (p. 19). 

And, there are further evidence-based 
studies to support this line of thinking 
as well. Motivated readers are more 
likely to be genuinely engaged in their 
reading since they have an innate 

desire to gain knowledge, entertainment or some 
other positive benefi t from their e� orts. And as it turns 
out, this can have an enormous impact on reading 
comprehension as renowned literacy expert John 
Guthrie concluded after reviewing correlational data by 
the National Assessment of Education Progress, noting 
“the stunning conclusion that engaged reading can 
overcome traditional barriers to reading achievement, 
including gender, parental education, and income. 
(Guthrie, qtd in Tracey and Morrow p75). In other 
words, the data suggest that one path to teaching 
a student to read better rests on the simple idea of 
ensuring that student is motivated and interested in 
his or her reading. With so many noted experts in the 
fi eld of literacy promoting the concept of motivation 
as a key factor in reading instruction/improvement, 
we would be remiss to not delve further into this 
line of analysis and explore how it can be applied to 
implementation of a given intervention or program. 
 

Well-stocked Classroom 
Libraries Are an Ideal 
Solution 
The most direct route to capturing that motivation is by 
providing a steady and wide selection of high-interest, 
diverse and relevant print materials at a range of levels. 
Well-stocked classroom libraries are an ideal solution 
to solidifying high motivation among a whole classroom 
as they are a perfect option for providing a wealth 
of materials that satisfy very varied interests across 
a broad spectrum of reading abilities. Furthermore, 
according to Dick Allington in “Every Child, Every 
Day,” “[t]he experience of choosing in itself boosts 

“                     The trick is to not become  
                    over-reliant on a single 
                    program or to view it as 
gospel; teachers and literacy coaches 
must be given the freedom of 
interpretation and the permission to 
customize based on what fi ts best 
situationally as well as the ability 
and materials to supplement whatever 
lessons or system they are given.

evaluation of data or that of a committee formed 
to evaluate the e�  cacy and e ectiveness of any 
given intervention method. In most cases, ESSA and 
other federally funded education programs allow for 
this method of evaluation provided that the studies 
consulted meet criteria for selection of a program. 

Typically, attaching a study (one that is 
well-designed and well-implemented, 
along with its research summary) 
demonstrating strong or moderate 
evidence meets the standard of 
proof as well.

Thus, any program or methodology that has a well-
designed and well-implemented study with published 
results is open for consideration, which is good news 
for educators and students alike because it means 
that program choice can be made on validity and 
e ectiveness. So, determining the characteristics of 
an e ective intervention are reasonable and practical 
starting points for selecting viable options. From there, 
fi nding programs that address these factors can be more 
closely assessed to determine which best meets the 
specifi c situational needs. This holistic evaluation of 
viable program options is a critical step of the process, 
as it will ultimately a� ect the learning outcomes as 
much as nearly any other factor of instruction and 
implementation.
 

How Can We Evaluate The 
Efficacy of Reading 
Intervention Strategies?  
This is a question with many considerations, and its 
importance cannot be overstated. Administrators, 
policymakers, educators, parents and students have 
much at stake in the outcome, and they likely all have 
honorable intentions in their preferences. Eliminating 
approaches or characteristics of programs that are 
ine ective may conceptually be an easier starting 
point, as there are so many factors to consider. 

Much of the research on struggling 
readers and what helps them to make 
gains indicates that isolated skills 
practice as the primary instructional 

method is not worthwhile, and even as a supplemental 
method, it isn’t helpful beyond early elementary years. 
In fact, in their chapter on Pedagogy in the post-
secondary Education text Literacy, Technology, and 
Diversity: Teaching for Success in Changing Times, 
Cummins, Brown and Sayers report that “systematic 
phonics instruction produced no benefi ts beyond grade 
1 in reading comprehension among normally achieving 
and low-achieving students” in a noteworthy study 
of reading achievement. Thus, relying on any kind of 
phonics or isolated skills practice is not an e ective 
approach, and eliminating programs built around such 
an approach is a justifi able and reasonable measure.

Ruling out phonics-based programs is a good fi rst step, 
though there are still an unwieldy number of options 
to evaluate, and while we can turn to our experience, 
practice and education for help, consulting the opinion 
or published works of literacy experts gives a very 
useful and credible perspective. In that vein, according 
to noted researcher and professor Richard Allington, 
there are quite a few popular and prevalent approaches 
to reading intervention that simply do not work. His 
2011 paper published in the Journal of Educational 
Leadership entitled “What At-Risk Readers Need” is full 
of supporting information and context, but essentially, 
he lists the approaches that are ine ective as follows: 
relying on paraprofessionals, using computer-based 
instruction, and a “fi xation on one-size-fi ts-all” core 
reading programs. (Educational Leadership, Vol 68)

In a practical sense, implementing a 
core reading program of some kind is 
warranted and helpful as it provides 
a framework around which to build 
a full-service approach aimed at 

developing better or more competent readers, whether 
they are striving, on-target, or above-level. It allows 
for a unifi ed system that can be replicated throughout 
districts, schools and classrooms, and that is essential. 
The trick is to not become over-reliant on a single 
program or to view it as gospel; teachers and literacy 
coaches must be given the freedom of interpretation 
and the permission to customize based on what fi ts 
best situationally as well as the ability and materials to 
supplement whatever lessons or system they are given.

Evidence-based 
Practice in Practice 

Moderate or strong evidence of a 
program’s e ectiveness as dictated by 
ESSA and many other governmentally 
funded programs is a valiant and worthy 
standard to ascribe to, and it appears to 

impose a threshold upon public institutions to maintain 
excellence in their e orts. These are di�  cult things to 
fi nd fault with and as concepts, they make a lot of sense; 
however, the methodology and practical application of 
enforcing these standards are somewhat problematic.

It truly is critical to make thoughtful, reasonable 
evaluations when selecting and implementing a 
plan for both nurturing and improving reading skills 
among students. Countless studies as well as 
common sense underscore the importance of 
reading comprehension in fostering success 
across the curriculum academically and beyond. 

While it may seem that consulting a clearinghouse 
database or list is the most straightforward way to 
ensure that one is indeed selecting a program that 
meets the requirements set forth for evidence-based 
interventions, this is not exactly the reality. Yes, there 
are sources that review research studies on targeted 
intervention methods and evaluate them, providing 
feedback as to the e ectiveness of the method, and 
yes this does seem to be a foolproof way to ensure 
compliance with the specifi cations of ESSA or many 
targeted funding sources. Making the best decision 
for one’s school or district may not be as clear cut as a 
quick database search for strong evidence of success 
suggests, however.

The research evaluation databases 
(such as What Works Clearinghouse 
or Blueprints for Healthy Youth 
Development) can provide helpful 
information in some instances. But it 

is also important to note that they typically have very 
specifi c requirements regarding aspects such as study 
design and size, which can yield misleading results, 
particularly in the instance of a study or program 
receiving a rating of “insu�  cient evidence.” In fact, 

Nora Gordon of the Washington DC based Brookings 
Institution (a non-profi t public policy organization) 
warns that, “[o]n a case by case basis, the risk is that 
reliance on [such] lists could result in ill-informed 
and suboptimal program selection.” She cautions 
that interpreting the results from a database or list 
warrants a “nuanced view and use of evidence” to be 
properly utilized in evaluating program or intervention 
e ectiveness.  (Brookings Report “What works vs. 
What we can evaluate”)

Furthermore, specifi c criteria regarding study design is 
only part of the problem resulting from a reliance on the 
What Works Clearinghouse, since “[a]n examination of 
outcomes of 252 WWC reports on literacy interventions 
found that 6% or fewer of the available studies were 
selected for review.” (The Threshold and Inclusive 
Approaches to Determining “Best Available Evidence:” 
An Empirical Analysis) Programs and interventions 
whose studies are not selected for review are no more 
or less likely to be benefi cial to students than those 
that have been reviewed, yet they don’t appear on 
the clearinghouse lists at all. With some policymakers 
requiring a strict adherence to interventions or 
programs that are evaluated as having moderate to 
strong evidence of success as deemed by the WWC 
(or some other entity’s) lists, this situational condition 
can be detrimental.
 

A Holistic Approach to 
Assessment of Program 
Effectiveness 
All of this to suggest that perhaps it is best to rely 
on one’s own knowledge, training and independent 

“                    While it may seem that  
                     consulting a clearinghouse  
                     database or list is the most 
straightforward way to ensure that 
one is indeed selecting a program that 
meets the requirements set forth for 
evidence-based interventions, this is 
not exactly the reality.
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situationally as well as the ability 
and materials to supplement whatever 
lessons or system they are given.

evaluation of data or that of a committee formed 
to evaluate the e�  cacy and e ectiveness of any 
given intervention method. In most cases, ESSA and 
other federally funded education programs allow for 
this method of evaluation provided that the studies 
consulted meet criteria for selection of a program. 

Typically, attaching a study (one that is 
well-designed and well-implemented, 
along with its research summary) 
demonstrating strong or moderate 
evidence meets the standard of 
proof as well.

Thus, any program or methodology that has a well-
designed and well-implemented study with published 
results is open for consideration, which is good news 
for educators and students alike because it means 
that program choice can be made on validity and 
e ectiveness. So, determining the characteristics of 
an e ective intervention are reasonable and practical 
starting points for selecting viable options. From there, 
fi nding programs that address these factors can be more 
closely assessed to determine which best meets the 
specifi c situational needs. This holistic evaluation of 
viable program options is a critical step of the process, 
as it will ultimately a� ect the learning outcomes as 
much as nearly any other factor of instruction and 
implementation.
 

How Can We Evaluate The 
Efficacy of Reading 
Intervention Strategies?  
This is a question with many considerations, and its 
importance cannot be overstated. Administrators, 
policymakers, educators, parents and students have 
much at stake in the outcome, and they likely all have 
honorable intentions in their preferences. Eliminating 
approaches or characteristics of programs that are 
ine ective may conceptually be an easier starting 
point, as there are so many factors to consider. 

Much of the research on struggling 
readers and what helps them to make 
gains indicates that isolated skills 
practice as the primary instructional 

method is not worthwhile, and even as a supplemental 
method, it isn’t helpful beyond early elementary years. 
In fact, in their chapter on Pedagogy in the post-
secondary Education text Literacy, Technology, and 
Diversity: Teaching for Success in Changing Times, 
Cummins, Brown and Sayers report that “systematic 
phonics instruction produced no benefi ts beyond grade 
1 in reading comprehension among normally achieving 
and low-achieving students” in a noteworthy study 
of reading achievement. Thus, relying on any kind of 
phonics or isolated skills practice is not an e ective 
approach, and eliminating programs built around such 
an approach is a justifi able and reasonable measure.

Ruling out phonics-based programs is a good fi rst step, 
though there are still an unwieldy number of options 
to evaluate, and while we can turn to our experience, 
practice and education for help, consulting the opinion 
or published works of literacy experts gives a very 
useful and credible perspective. In that vein, according 
to noted researcher and professor Richard Allington, 
there are quite a few popular and prevalent approaches 
to reading intervention that simply do not work. His 
2011 paper published in the Journal of Educational 
Leadership entitled “What At-Risk Readers Need” is full 
of supporting information and context, but essentially, 
he lists the approaches that are ine ective as follows: 
relying on paraprofessionals, using computer-based 
instruction, and a “fi xation on one-size-fi ts-all” core 
reading programs. (Educational Leadership, Vol 68)

In a practical sense, implementing a 
core reading program of some kind is 
warranted and helpful as it provides 
a framework around which to build 
a full-service approach aimed at 

developing better or more competent readers, whether 
they are striving, on-target, or above-level. It allows 
for a unifi ed system that can be replicated throughout 
districts, schools and classrooms, and that is essential. 
The trick is to not become over-reliant on a single 
program or to view it as gospel; teachers and literacy 
coaches must be given the freedom of interpretation 
and the permission to customize based on what fi ts 
best situationally as well as the ability and materials to 
supplement whatever lessons or system they are given.

Evidence-based 
Practice in Practice 

Moderate or strong evidence of a 
program’s e ectiveness as dictated by 
ESSA and many other governmentally 
funded programs is a valiant and worthy 
standard to ascribe to, and it appears to 

impose a threshold upon public institutions to maintain 
excellence in their e orts. These are di�  cult things to 
fi nd fault with and as concepts, they make a lot of sense; 
however, the methodology and practical application of 
enforcing these standards are somewhat problematic.

It truly is critical to make thoughtful, reasonable 
evaluations when selecting and implementing a 
plan for both nurturing and improving reading skills 
among students. Countless studies as well as 
common sense underscore the importance of 
reading comprehension in fostering success 
across the curriculum academically and beyond. 

While it may seem that consulting a clearinghouse 
database or list is the most straightforward way to 
ensure that one is indeed selecting a program that 
meets the requirements set forth for evidence-based 
interventions, this is not exactly the reality. Yes, there 
are sources that review research studies on targeted 
intervention methods and evaluate them, providing 
feedback as to the e ectiveness of the method, and 
yes this does seem to be a foolproof way to ensure 
compliance with the specifi cations of ESSA or many 
targeted funding sources. Making the best decision 
for one’s school or district may not be as clear cut as a 
quick database search for strong evidence of success 
suggests, however.

The research evaluation databases 
(such as What Works Clearinghouse 
or Blueprints for Healthy Youth 
Development) can provide helpful 
information in some instances. But it 

is also important to note that they typically have very 
specifi c requirements regarding aspects such as study 
design and size, which can yield misleading results, 
particularly in the instance of a study or program 
receiving a rating of “insu�  cient evidence.” In fact, 

Nora Gordon of the Washington DC based Brookings 
Institution (a non-profi t public policy organization) 
warns that, “[o]n a case by case basis, the risk is that 
reliance on [such] lists could result in ill-informed 
and suboptimal program selection.” She cautions 
that interpreting the results from a database or list 
warrants a “nuanced view and use of evidence” to be 
properly utilized in evaluating program or intervention 
e ectiveness.  (Brookings Report “What works vs. 
What we can evaluate”)

Furthermore, specifi c criteria regarding study design is 
only part of the problem resulting from a reliance on the 
What Works Clearinghouse, since “[a]n examination of 
outcomes of 252 WWC reports on literacy interventions 
found that 6% or fewer of the available studies were 
selected for review.” (The Threshold and Inclusive 
Approaches to Determining “Best Available Evidence:” 
An Empirical Analysis) Programs and interventions 
whose studies are not selected for review are no more 
or less likely to be benefi cial to students than those 
that have been reviewed, yet they don’t appear on 
the clearinghouse lists at all. With some policymakers 
requiring a strict adherence to interventions or 
programs that are evaluated as having moderate to 
strong evidence of success as deemed by the WWC 
(or some other entity’s) lists, this situational condition 
can be detrimental.
 

A Holistic Approach to 
Assessment of Program 
Effectiveness 
All of this to suggest that perhaps it is best to rely 
on one’s own knowledge, training and independent 

“                    While it may seem that  
                     consulting a clearinghouse  
                     database or list is the most 
straightforward way to ensure that 
one is indeed selecting a program that 
meets the requirements set forth for 
evidence-based interventions, this is 
not exactly the reality.
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INSIDE
Motivation and Proximity 
As Factors in Reading 
Improvement
While it is quite evident that the perfect solution 
does not exist, ruling out some common pitfalls and 
missteps is a useful stride forward when it comes 
to selecting an e� ective program. So, it seems that 
adopting a reading intervention program that allows 
for balance and fl exibility at its core is critical. And, 
once we account for those factors we would do well 
to consider the concepts of motivation and proximity 
and their importance in cultivating reading skills.

Exploring the concept of motivation in learning is 
nothing groundbreaking, and neither is its application 
in reading development. It stands to reason that 
actually wanting to read for knowledge and enjoyment 
would be powerful factors in cultivating more practice 
and that this will ultimately lead to improvement in 
reading. And, as we continue to explore contemporary 
research on literacy and on e� ective components of 
reading interventions, we fi nd that support for this 
idea goes beyond simply educators’ intuition and 
psychological principle.

Gerard Buteau, professor of Education at Plymouth 
State University, addresses such matters in his article 
on strategies to motivate the K-3 reader published 
in the New Hampshire Journal of Education; he 
references the National Reading Panel’s 2000 report 
and raises Gambrell and Marinak’s assertion from their 
paper presented at the 2009 annual meeting of the 
Association for Literacy Educators “that motivation 

is a “key pillar” (p 15) of e� ective reading instruction 
not addressed in the report[.]” He continues in this 
vein, citing ‘a 2004 study reported by Guthrie and 
Humenick, [in which] motivation accounted for 17 to 
40-plus percentile points on standardized achievement 
tests of students’ reading abilities” (p. 19). 

And, there are further evidence-based 
studies to support this line of thinking 
as well. Motivated readers are more 
likely to be genuinely engaged in their 
reading since they have an innate 

desire to gain knowledge, entertainment or some 
other positive benefi t from their e� orts. And as it turns 
out, this can have an enormous impact on reading 
comprehension as renowned literacy expert John 
Guthrie concluded after reviewing correlational data by 
the National Assessment of Education Progress, noting 
“the stunning conclusion that engaged reading can 
overcome traditional barriers to reading achievement, 
including gender, parental education, and income. 
(Guthrie, qtd in Tracey and Morrow p75). In other 
words, the data suggest that one path to teaching 
a student to read better rests on the simple idea of 
ensuring that student is motivated and interested in 
his or her reading. With so many noted experts in the 
fi eld of literacy promoting the concept of motivation 
as a key factor in reading instruction/improvement, 
we would be remiss to not delve further into this 
line of analysis and explore how it can be applied to 
implementation of a given intervention or program. 
 

Well-stocked Classroom 
Libraries Are an Ideal 
Solution 
The most direct route to capturing that motivation is by 
providing a steady and wide selection of high-interest, 
diverse and relevant print materials at a range of levels. 
Well-stocked classroom libraries are an ideal solution 
to solidifying high motivation among a whole classroom 
as they are a perfect option for providing a wealth 
of materials that satisfy very varied interests across 
a broad spectrum of reading abilities. Furthermore, 
according to Dick Allington in “Every Child, Every 
Day,” “[t]he experience of choosing in itself boosts 

“                     The trick is to not become  
                    over-reliant on a single 
                    program or to view it as 
gospel; teachers and literacy coaches 
must be given the freedom of 
interpretation and the permission to 
customize based on what fi ts best 
situationally as well as the ability 
and materials to supplement whatever 
lessons or system they are given.
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evidence meets the standard of 
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fi nding programs that address these factors can be more 
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viable program options is a critical step of the process, 
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implementation.
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readers and what helps them to make 
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method is not worthwhile, and even as a supplemental 
method, it isn’t helpful beyond early elementary years. 
In fact, in their chapter on Pedagogy in the post-
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phonics instruction produced no benefi ts beyond grade 
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phonics or isolated skills practice is not an e ective 
approach, and eliminating programs built around such 
an approach is a justifi able and reasonable measure.

Ruling out phonics-based programs is a good fi rst step, 
though there are still an unwieldy number of options 
to evaluate, and while we can turn to our experience, 
practice and education for help, consulting the opinion 
or published works of literacy experts gives a very 
useful and credible perspective. In that vein, according 
to noted researcher and professor Richard Allington, 
there are quite a few popular and prevalent approaches 
to reading intervention that simply do not work. His 
2011 paper published in the Journal of Educational 
Leadership entitled “What At-Risk Readers Need” is full 
of supporting information and context, but essentially, 
he lists the approaches that are ine ective as follows: 
relying on paraprofessionals, using computer-based 
instruction, and a “fi xation on one-size-fi ts-all” core 
reading programs. (Educational Leadership, Vol 68)

In a practical sense, implementing a 
core reading program of some kind is 
warranted and helpful as it provides 
a framework around which to build 
a full-service approach aimed at 

developing better or more competent readers, whether 
they are striving, on-target, or above-level. It allows 
for a unifi ed system that can be replicated throughout 
districts, schools and classrooms, and that is essential. 
The trick is to not become over-reliant on a single 
program or to view it as gospel; teachers and literacy 
coaches must be given the freedom of interpretation 
and the permission to customize based on what fi ts 
best situationally as well as the ability and materials to 
supplement whatever lessons or system they are given.

Evidence-based 
Practice in Practice 

Moderate or strong evidence of a 
program’s e ectiveness as dictated by 
ESSA and many other governmentally 
funded programs is a valiant and worthy 
standard to ascribe to, and it appears to 

impose a threshold upon public institutions to maintain 
excellence in their e orts. These are di�  cult things to 
fi nd fault with and as concepts, they make a lot of sense; 
however, the methodology and practical application of 
enforcing these standards are somewhat problematic.

It truly is critical to make thoughtful, reasonable 
evaluations when selecting and implementing a 
plan for both nurturing and improving reading skills 
among students. Countless studies as well as 
common sense underscore the importance of 
reading comprehension in fostering success 
across the curriculum academically and beyond. 

While it may seem that consulting a clearinghouse 
database or list is the most straightforward way to 
ensure that one is indeed selecting a program that 
meets the requirements set forth for evidence-based 
interventions, this is not exactly the reality. Yes, there 
are sources that review research studies on targeted 
intervention methods and evaluate them, providing 
feedback as to the e ectiveness of the method, and 
yes this does seem to be a foolproof way to ensure 
compliance with the specifi cations of ESSA or many 
targeted funding sources. Making the best decision 
for one’s school or district may not be as clear cut as a 
quick database search for strong evidence of success 
suggests, however.

The research evaluation databases 
(such as What Works Clearinghouse 
or Blueprints for Healthy Youth 
Development) can provide helpful 
information in some instances. But it 

is also important to note that they typically have very 
specifi c requirements regarding aspects such as study 
design and size, which can yield misleading results, 
particularly in the instance of a study or program 
receiving a rating of “insu�  cient evidence.” In fact, 

Nora Gordon of the Washington DC based Brookings 
Institution (a non-profi t public policy organization) 
warns that, “[o]n a case by case basis, the risk is that 
reliance on [such] lists could result in ill-informed 
and suboptimal program selection.” She cautions 
that interpreting the results from a database or list 
warrants a “nuanced view and use of evidence” to be 
properly utilized in evaluating program or intervention 
e ectiveness.  (Brookings Report “What works vs. 
What we can evaluate”)

Furthermore, specifi c criteria regarding study design is 
only part of the problem resulting from a reliance on the 
What Works Clearinghouse, since “[a]n examination of 
outcomes of 252 WWC reports on literacy interventions 
found that 6% or fewer of the available studies were 
selected for review.” (The Threshold and Inclusive 
Approaches to Determining “Best Available Evidence:” 
An Empirical Analysis) Programs and interventions 
whose studies are not selected for review are no more 
or less likely to be benefi cial to students than those 
that have been reviewed, yet they don’t appear on 
the clearinghouse lists at all. With some policymakers 
requiring a strict adherence to interventions or 
programs that are evaluated as having moderate to 
strong evidence of success as deemed by the WWC 
(or some other entity’s) lists, this situational condition 
can be detrimental.
 

A Holistic Approach to 
Assessment of Program 
Effectiveness 
All of this to suggest that perhaps it is best to rely 
on one’s own knowledge, training and independent 

“                    While it may seem that  
                     consulting a clearinghouse  
                     database or list is the most 
straightforward way to ensure that 
one is indeed selecting a program that 
meets the requirements set forth for 
evidence-based interventions, this is 
not exactly the reality.
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including gender, parental education, and income. 
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words, the data suggest that one path to teaching 
a student to read better rests on the simple idea of 
ensuring that student is motivated and interested in 
his or her reading. With so many noted experts in the 
fi eld of literacy promoting the concept of motivation 
as a key factor in reading instruction/improvement, 
we would be remiss to not delve further into this 
line of analysis and explore how it can be applied to 
implementation of a given intervention or program. 
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Libraries Are an Ideal 
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The most direct route to capturing that motivation is by 
providing a steady and wide selection of high-interest, 
diverse and relevant print materials at a range of levels. 
Well-stocked classroom libraries are an ideal solution 
to solidifying high motivation among a whole classroom 
as they are a perfect option for providing a wealth 
of materials that satisfy very varied interests across 
a broad spectrum of reading abilities. Furthermore, 
according to Dick Allington in “Every Child, Every 
Day,” “[t]he experience of choosing in itself boosts 
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situationally as well as the ability 
and materials to supplement whatever 
lessons or system they are given.
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designed and well-implemented study with published 
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that program choice can be made on validity and 
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starting points for selecting viable options. From there, 
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viable program options is a critical step of the process, 
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much at stake in the outcome, and they likely all have 
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ine ective may conceptually be an easier starting 
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Much of the research on struggling 
readers and what helps them to make 
gains indicates that isolated skills 
practice as the primary instructional 

method is not worthwhile, and even as a supplemental 
method, it isn’t helpful beyond early elementary years. 
In fact, in their chapter on Pedagogy in the post-
secondary Education text Literacy, Technology, and 
Diversity: Teaching for Success in Changing Times, 
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phonics instruction produced no benefi ts beyond grade 
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and low-achieving students” in a noteworthy study 
of reading achievement. Thus, relying on any kind of 
phonics or isolated skills practice is not an e ective 
approach, and eliminating programs built around such 
an approach is a justifi able and reasonable measure.

Ruling out phonics-based programs is a good fi rst step, 
though there are still an unwieldy number of options 
to evaluate, and while we can turn to our experience, 
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does not exist, ruling out some common pitfalls and 
missteps is a useful stride forward when it comes 
to selecting an e� ective program. So, it seems that 
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for balance and fl exibility at its core is critical. And, 
once we account for those factors we would do well 
to consider the concepts of motivation and proximity 
and their importance in cultivating reading skills.

Exploring the concept of motivation in learning is 
nothing groundbreaking, and neither is its application 
in reading development. It stands to reason that 
actually wanting to read for knowledge and enjoyment 
would be powerful factors in cultivating more practice 
and that this will ultimately lead to improvement in 
reading. And, as we continue to explore contemporary 
research on literacy and on e� ective components of 
reading interventions, we fi nd that support for this 
idea goes beyond simply educators’ intuition and 
psychological principle.

Gerard Buteau, professor of Education at Plymouth 
State University, addresses such matters in his article 
on strategies to motivate the K-3 reader published 
in the New Hampshire Journal of Education; he 
references the National Reading Panel’s 2000 report 
and raises Gambrell and Marinak’s assertion from their 
paper presented at the 2009 annual meeting of the 
Association for Literacy Educators “that motivation 

is a “key pillar” (p 15) of e� ective reading instruction 
not addressed in the report[.]” He continues in this 
vein, citing ‘a 2004 study reported by Guthrie and 
Humenick, [in which] motivation accounted for 17 to 
40-plus percentile points on standardized achievement 
tests of students’ reading abilities” (p. 19). 

And, there are further evidence-based 
studies to support this line of thinking 
as well. Motivated readers are more 
likely to be genuinely engaged in their 
reading since they have an innate 

desire to gain knowledge, entertainment or some 
other positive benefi t from their e� orts. And as it turns 
out, this can have an enormous impact on reading 
comprehension as renowned literacy expert John 
Guthrie concluded after reviewing correlational data by 
the National Assessment of Education Progress, noting 
“the stunning conclusion that engaged reading can 
overcome traditional barriers to reading achievement, 
including gender, parental education, and income. 
(Guthrie, qtd in Tracey and Morrow p75). In other 
words, the data suggest that one path to teaching 
a student to read better rests on the simple idea of 
ensuring that student is motivated and interested in 
his or her reading. With so many noted experts in the 
fi eld of literacy promoting the concept of motivation 
as a key factor in reading instruction/improvement, 
we would be remiss to not delve further into this 
line of analysis and explore how it can be applied to 
implementation of a given intervention or program. 
 

Well-stocked Classroom 
Libraries Are an Ideal 
Solution 
The most direct route to capturing that motivation is by 
providing a steady and wide selection of high-interest, 
diverse and relevant print materials at a range of levels. 
Well-stocked classroom libraries are an ideal solution 
to solidifying high motivation among a whole classroom 
as they are a perfect option for providing a wealth 
of materials that satisfy very varied interests across 
a broad spectrum of reading abilities. Furthermore, 
according to Dick Allington in “Every Child, Every 
Day,” “[t]he experience of choosing in itself boosts 

“                     The trick is to not become  
                    over-reliant on a single 
                    program or to view it as 
gospel; teachers and literacy coaches 
must be given the freedom of 
interpretation and the permission to 
customize based on what fi ts best 
situationally as well as the ability 
and materials to supplement whatever 
lessons or system they are given.

evaluation of data or that of a committee formed 
to evaluate the e�  cacy and e ectiveness of any 
given intervention method. In most cases, ESSA and 
other federally funded education programs allow for 
this method of evaluation provided that the studies 
consulted meet criteria for selection of a program. 

Typically, attaching a study (one that is 
well-designed and well-implemented, 
along with its research summary) 
demonstrating strong or moderate 
evidence meets the standard of 
proof as well.

Thus, any program or methodology that has a well-
designed and well-implemented study with published 
results is open for consideration, which is good news 
for educators and students alike because it means 
that program choice can be made on validity and 
e ectiveness. So, determining the characteristics of 
an e ective intervention are reasonable and practical 
starting points for selecting viable options. From there, 
fi nding programs that address these factors can be more 
closely assessed to determine which best meets the 
specifi c situational needs. This holistic evaluation of 
viable program options is a critical step of the process, 
as it will ultimately a� ect the learning outcomes as 
much as nearly any other factor of instruction and 
implementation.
 

How Can We Evaluate The 
Efficacy of Reading 
Intervention Strategies?  
This is a question with many considerations, and its 
importance cannot be overstated. Administrators, 
policymakers, educators, parents and students have 
much at stake in the outcome, and they likely all have 
honorable intentions in their preferences. Eliminating 
approaches or characteristics of programs that are 
ine ective may conceptually be an easier starting 
point, as there are so many factors to consider. 

Much of the research on struggling 
readers and what helps them to make 
gains indicates that isolated skills 
practice as the primary instructional 

method is not worthwhile, and even as a supplemental 
method, it isn’t helpful beyond early elementary years. 
In fact, in their chapter on Pedagogy in the post-
secondary Education text Literacy, Technology, and 
Diversity: Teaching for Success in Changing Times, 
Cummins, Brown and Sayers report that “systematic 
phonics instruction produced no benefi ts beyond grade 
1 in reading comprehension among normally achieving 
and low-achieving students” in a noteworthy study 
of reading achievement. Thus, relying on any kind of 
phonics or isolated skills practice is not an e ective 
approach, and eliminating programs built around such 
an approach is a justifi able and reasonable measure.

Ruling out phonics-based programs is a good fi rst step, 
though there are still an unwieldy number of options 
to evaluate, and while we can turn to our experience, 
practice and education for help, consulting the opinion 
or published works of literacy experts gives a very 
useful and credible perspective. In that vein, according 
to noted researcher and professor Richard Allington, 
there are quite a few popular and prevalent approaches 
to reading intervention that simply do not work. His 
2011 paper published in the Journal of Educational 
Leadership entitled “What At-Risk Readers Need” is full 
of supporting information and context, but essentially, 
he lists the approaches that are ine ective as follows: 
relying on paraprofessionals, using computer-based 
instruction, and a “fi xation on one-size-fi ts-all” core 
reading programs. (Educational Leadership, Vol 68)

In a practical sense, implementing a 
core reading program of some kind is 
warranted and helpful as it provides 
a framework around which to build 
a full-service approach aimed at 

developing better or more competent readers, whether 
they are striving, on-target, or above-level. It allows 
for a unifi ed system that can be replicated throughout 
districts, schools and classrooms, and that is essential. 
The trick is to not become over-reliant on a single 
program or to view it as gospel; teachers and literacy 
coaches must be given the freedom of interpretation 
and the permission to customize based on what fi ts 
best situationally as well as the ability and materials to 
supplement whatever lessons or system they are given.

Evidence-based 
Practice in Practice 

Moderate or strong evidence of a 
program’s e ectiveness as dictated by 
ESSA and many other governmentally 
funded programs is a valiant and worthy 
standard to ascribe to, and it appears to 

impose a threshold upon public institutions to maintain 
excellence in their e orts. These are di�  cult things to 
fi nd fault with and as concepts, they make a lot of sense; 
however, the methodology and practical application of 
enforcing these standards are somewhat problematic.

It truly is critical to make thoughtful, reasonable 
evaluations when selecting and implementing a 
plan for both nurturing and improving reading skills 
among students. Countless studies as well as 
common sense underscore the importance of 
reading comprehension in fostering success 
across the curriculum academically and beyond. 

While it may seem that consulting a clearinghouse 
database or list is the most straightforward way to 
ensure that one is indeed selecting a program that 
meets the requirements set forth for evidence-based 
interventions, this is not exactly the reality. Yes, there 
are sources that review research studies on targeted 
intervention methods and evaluate them, providing 
feedback as to the e ectiveness of the method, and 
yes this does seem to be a foolproof way to ensure 
compliance with the specifi cations of ESSA or many 
targeted funding sources. Making the best decision 
for one’s school or district may not be as clear cut as a 
quick database search for strong evidence of success 
suggests, however.

The research evaluation databases 
(such as What Works Clearinghouse 
or Blueprints for Healthy Youth 
Development) can provide helpful 
information in some instances. But it 

is also important to note that they typically have very 
specifi c requirements regarding aspects such as study 
design and size, which can yield misleading results, 
particularly in the instance of a study or program 
receiving a rating of “insu�  cient evidence.” In fact, 

Nora Gordon of the Washington DC based Brookings 
Institution (a non-profi t public policy organization) 
warns that, “[o]n a case by case basis, the risk is that 
reliance on [such] lists could result in ill-informed 
and suboptimal program selection.” She cautions 
that interpreting the results from a database or list 
warrants a “nuanced view and use of evidence” to be 
properly utilized in evaluating program or intervention 
e ectiveness.  (Brookings Report “What works vs. 
What we can evaluate”)

Furthermore, specifi c criteria regarding study design is 
only part of the problem resulting from a reliance on the 
What Works Clearinghouse, since “[a]n examination of 
outcomes of 252 WWC reports on literacy interventions 
found that 6% or fewer of the available studies were 
selected for review.” (The Threshold and Inclusive 
Approaches to Determining “Best Available Evidence:” 
An Empirical Analysis) Programs and interventions 
whose studies are not selected for review are no more 
or less likely to be benefi cial to students than those 
that have been reviewed, yet they don’t appear on 
the clearinghouse lists at all. With some policymakers 
requiring a strict adherence to interventions or 
programs that are evaluated as having moderate to 
strong evidence of success as deemed by the WWC 
(or some other entity’s) lists, this situational condition 
can be detrimental.
 

A Holistic Approach to 
Assessment of Program 
Effectiveness 
All of this to suggest that perhaps it is best to rely 
on one’s own knowledge, training and independent 

“                    While it may seem that  
                     consulting a clearinghouse  
                     database or list is the most 
straightforward way to ensure that 
one is indeed selecting a program that 
meets the requirements set forth for 
evidence-based interventions, this is 
not exactly the reality.
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motivation. In addition, o� ering choice makes it more 
likely that every reader will be matched to a text that he 
or she can read well.” He further cites Krashen’s work 
indicating that “research has demonstrated that 
access to self-selected texts improves students’ 
reading performance.” 

In addition to a� ording a plethora of choices, classroom 
libraries also solve the issue of immediate access to 
books. Removing any barriers between students and 
good, readable, inviting literature goes hand-in-hand 
with fostering motivation by any means possible. For 
all students, but particularly in those that struggle 
with reading tasks, proximity is paramount. And, 
this is a fact that is supported by countless experts 
and educators; among them is Regie Routman who 
espouses as such in her book Reading Essentials, 
noting that “[a]ccess to interesting books is especially 
critical for struggling readers.”
  

Conclusion: Book Access 
And Choice Are a Must

All things considered, the decision 
on how to bolster e� orts made 
towards reading comprehension 
improvement is incredibly 
nuanced and requires thoughtful 
consideration. As each state and 

district dedicates resources and expert panels towards 
evaluating these factors, there is no question that a 
multi-faceted approach is the most comprehensive 
and robust way to move forward. And, within that 
complex solution, one thing is constant; students 
need to have access to diverse, high-quality, print 
material that they want to read.

Booksource is proud to be a knowledgeable and 
trusted voice in the conversation surrounding reading 
comprehension and literacy. We hope that the 
information in the report provided helps to guide you 
towards fi nding the right solution for your specifi c 
program needs.
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“                     Well-stocked classroom  
                    libraries are an ideal solution
                    to solidifying high motivation 
among a whole classroom as they are 
a perfect option for providing a wealth 
of materials that satisfy very varied 
interests across a broad spectrum of 
reading abilities. 

        election of a reading intervention program 
        is a decision that administrators, teachers, 
reading specialists and other faculty and sta
  
members alike approach with careful analysis, 
sincere e
 orts and the most honorable of intentions. 
Between these factors and the requirements tied 
to funding sources dictating that any selected 
programs must demonstrate moderate to strong 
evidence of success, the decision on which 
program to implement can become almost 
incomprehensibly complicated. 

And, while it should be a carefully considered 
choice, it’s also important to recognize the intricacies 
involved in the assessment of evidence as well as the 
conditional factors that a
 ect the outcome, not to 
mention the fact that there may be more to evaluating 
any intervention program than is practical and 
replicable for each potential option.
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