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Abstract. In this study we compared the use of two supple-
mental balanced and strategic reading interventions that targeted
the decoding, fluency, and reading comprehension of upper-
elementary and middle school students with reading disabilities
(RD). All students had significant delays in decoding, fluency,
comprehension, and language processing. Two comparable, inten-
sive tutorial treatments differed only in the degree of explicitness
of the comprehension strategy instruction. Overall, there was
meaningful progress in students’ reading decoding, fluency, and
comprehension. Gains in formal measures of word attack and
reading fluency after five weeks of intervention translated into
grade-equivalent gains of approximately half a school year.
Analysis of the trends in the daily informal fluency probes trans-
lated into a weekly gain of 1.28 correct words per minute. The
more explicit comprehension strategy instruction was more effec-
tive than the less explicit treatment. Findings are discussed in
light of the question of how to maximize the effects of reading
interventions for older children with RD.
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Despite increasing evidence that systematic ap-
proaches to teaching phonemic awareness and decod-
ing skills within a “balanced” literacy environment
positively affects the reading abilities of primary-grade
students, a significant number of students enter the
upper-elementary and middle school grades with sig-
nificant deficits in their ability to read (Chall, 2000;
Foorman, Francis, Fletcher, Schatschneider, & Mehta,
1994; Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998; Torgesen et al.,
2001). Many of these students are subsequently identi-
fied for special education services. Specifically, of the
approximately 2,887,217 school-age children in the

United States who are receiving services for learning dis-
abilities (LD) (U.S. Department of Education, 2002), the
majority are identified based on deficits in reading
(Lyon et al., 2001; Shaywitz, 2003). Some of these
upper-elementary and middle school children are so
delayed in reading that they not only have deficient
comprehension skills, but also struggle with basic, auto-
matic word identification, decoding, and fluency
(Fletcher, Morris, & Lyon, 2003). 

Instructing these older children with reading dis-
abilities (RD) in both word identification and com-
prehension presents unique challenges as well as 
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opportunities. On the one hand, there is concern that
these students have passed the age when reading skills
can most easily be gained, and that their reading deficits
have become relatively resistant to remediation by the
time they reach the upper elementary grades (Francis,
Shaywitz, Stuebing, Shaywitz, & Fletcher, 1996; Lyon et
al., 2001). There is the additional challenge of overcom-
ing years of inefficient compensatory strategies and dis-
couragement, and in finding text that is age appropriate
and yet accessible. On the other hand, older children
provide instructors with the opportunity to take ad-
vantage of increasing potential in metacognitive and
cognitive strategies, and a growing world knowledge.
Increased capabilities and knowledge coupled with the
depth of their decoding, fluency, and comprehension
deficits suggest that meaningful reading interventions
for older children with RD will differ in both intensity
and quality from those for primary-age students. 

In this study we compared the efficacy of two 
variations of a balanced reading intervention. The treat-
ments were balanced in that they included a compil-
ation of research-based approaches to accelerating 
gains in decoding, fluency, and comprehension. While
both treatments included direct and strategic instruc-
tion in phonemic awareness/analysis, decoding, and
fluency, they varied in the degree of explicitness in 
the comprehension strategy instruction used. 

Research on Reading Interventions for Students
with RD

In isolating elements of reading, the researcher runs
the risk of misrepresenting reading to the learner or
missing essential instructional features. This is particu-
larly true for students who have deficits in all areas 
of reading. In this study, we chose to accept the risks
inherent in a multidimensional approach and offered a
complex and balanced intervention that we deemed as
offering the best chance for success for all participants.
In doing so, we drew upon the existing research litera-
ture in the areas of decoding, fluency, and comprehen-
sion interventions for students with RD. This literature
is summarized below.

Phonemic awareness/analysis and decoding. It has
become evident in recent years that some form of
explicit and direct instruction in phonemic aware-
ness/analysis and decoding skills is essential for stu-
dents at risk for reading failure and those with RD
(Chall, 2000; Foorman et al., 1994; Snow et al., 1998;
Torgesen et al., 2001; Torgesen & Wagner, 1998).
Effective phonemic awareness/analysis interventions
tend to incorporate elements of direct instruction,
including direct explanation, modeling, guided prac-
tice with continual monitoring and feedback, review,
and mastery learning.

Most studies have involved intense interventions of
up to 50 plus hours, often five times a week, but varying
between small group and one-to-one tutorial (Adams 
& Carnine, 2003). Other interventions, most notably
the Orton-Gillingham approach, include multisensory
activities, such as voicing a phoneme while tracing
(Fernald, 1943; Gillingham & Stillman, 1965). Despite
no clear consensus as to why, some evidence suggests
multisensory approaches are effective with some chil-
dren with RD (Thorpe & Borden, 1985). Important dif-
ferences were found when direct instruction in
phonemic awareness/analysis was combined with
decoding strategy instruction (Lovett et al., 2000). With
decoding strategy instruction, students are taught
strategies from which they can choose when they 
come upon an unknown word. Lovett et al. combined
the use of analogous words with other strategies such 
as peeling off word parts, trying vowel variations, and
identifying word parts students already know. These
authors compared the combined use of these strategies
with direct instruction in phonemic awareness/analysis
to instruction in phonemic awareness/ analysis alone.
They found superior outcomes when phonemic aware-
ness/analysis was combined with decoding strategy
training (Lovett & Steinbach,1997).

Reading fluency. Fluency refers to the reader’s degree
of speed and accuracy in reading. The greater the
degree of automaticity in word recognition and decod-
ing in the context of a passage, the more fluent the
reader. An appropriate level of fluency not only 
allows for the completion of literacy-based tasks in a
reasonable time, it is also thought to be related to 
comprehension. That is, the more fluent the reader, 
the more cognitive space is allowed for the processing 
of the meaning of the text (Reynolds, 2000). For this
reason, measures of fluency are often used as an index
of overall reading growth (Deno, Fuchs, Marston, &
Shin, 2001). 

Fluency is generally measured by the number of cor-
rect words per minute read from a passage (Deno et al.,
2001). It is evident from the research that in order for
children at risk to improve their reading fluency, they
need to practice reading connected text in addition to
improving automaticity in word identification and
decoding skills (Snow et al., 1998). Guided oral reading,
and more specifically passage rereading, has been
found to be particularly effective (Rasinski, 1990;
Weinstein & Cooke, 1992). One approach to a passage
rereading intervention includes students reading a pas-
sage alone, reading the same passage again faster with
the instructor, and then reading it alone again as flu-
ently as they can. This simple procedure has been
shown to significantly increase the fluency of students
with RD (Wong, Harris, Graham, & Butler, 2003). 
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Reading comprehension. Comprehension is reading.
Although usually associated with drawing meaning
from passages, comprehension occurs at the word, sen-
tence, and passage levels. Students must decode and
know the meaning of words in order to comprehend
what they read. However, students who can identify
words but cannot draw both literal and implicit mean-
ing from sentences and passages are still not reading. A
potential danger of focusing heavily and solely on the
word level of reading is that children may become rela-
tively fluent word readers without comprehending what
they read. That is, they come to believe that decoding is
in itself reading. It is this problem that teachers attempt
to avoid with the use of a balanced approach to instruc-
tion; one that combines decoding and comprehension
instruction with ample opportunity for reading and
writing whole text. Due, in part, to the difficulties 
noted earlier in reading instruction for older children
with RD, there is a gap in our understanding of how to
best teach older children with RD to comprehend what
they read. 

How Should Strategies Be Taught to Students with
RD to Best Improve Their Comprehension?

Students with RD possess inefficient strategies that
they use in an inflexible manner (Wong, 1996), are
often unaware of the strategies good readers use instinc-
tively (Williams, 2000), and are deficient in the sponta-
neous use of strategies (Torgesen, 1977). There is general
agreement that students with RD need strategy instruc-
tion. Thus, two recent reviews of the reading compre-
hension literature on students with LD have provided
strong data suggesting that strategy instruction
improves the reading comprehension skills of these 
students (Gersten, Fuchs, Williams, & Baker, 2001;
Mastropieri & Scruggs, 1997). The issue that is not as
clear is the level of explicit instruction required for stu-
dents with RD to maximally benefit their reading com-
prehension skill. It is this issue that this study was
designed to address.

Explicit vs. implicit strategy instruction. Explicit
instruction may be conceptualized in at least two ways.
On the one hand, explicit instruction involves the overt,
teacher-directed instruction of strategies, including
direct explanation, modeling, and guided practice in the
application of strategies. In addition, explicit strategy
instruction may include an overt and systematic trans-
ference of the control of strategies from teacher to stu-
dent. There is a current departure from more explicit
forms of strategy instruction to instruction in which stu-
dents with LD are exposed to a “more natural, construc-
tionist, and less transparent modeling of strategies”
(Gersten et al., 2001, p. 308). Duffy (2002) found that
the current reading literature leans more toward implicit

techniques for instructing students in reading compre-
hension strategies and focuses minimally on the direct
explanation of strategies. 

Influential within the debate over explicitness of
strategy instruction are Fountas and Pinnell (1996),
who have argued that strategies cannot be directly
taught. Instead, they propose that teachers provide rich
literature experiences for students so that reading
strategies can be naturally constructed with teacher
support, but not explicit instruction. Beck, McKeown,
Sandora, Kucan, and Worthy (1996) disagreed, con-
tending that strategies can be taught, but warned that
students’ attention may be more focused on the strate-
gies themselves rather than on gaining meaning from
the text. According to these authors, therefore, strategy
instruction may serve to impede natural construction
of meaning from text. They argued that a more fluid
discussion of text is likely to produce greater compre-
hension.

Duffy (2002) characterized Fountas and Pinnell’s
(1996) approach (guided reading) and similar appro-
aches such as K-W-L (Carr & Ogle, 1987) as based on an
underlying assumption that with repeated exposure to
teacher use of strategies, students will naturally incor-
porate the strategies within their own repertoires and
begin to use them independently. According to Duffy,
this assumption is fundamentally flawed because strug-
gling readers do not necessarily pick up on the subtle
cues of supportive guidance and implicit instruction.
Instead, Duffy claimed struggling readers benefit from
explicit teaching of strategies, the reasoning behind
using them, and how they work. Duffy et al. (1987)
found that readers who were given direct and inten-
tional teaching of strategies made higher gains in read-
ing than a control group who received traditional
instruction. Although both Fountas and Pinnell and
Duffy have stated that the ultimate goal for readers is for
them to use strategies independently, only Duffy has
assumed that struggling readers need explicit instruc-
tion to achieve this goal.

Along with directly instructing students in strategies
and how they work, instruction may also be explicit
with regard to how teacher control of the strategies is
transferred to student control. Teachers using explicit
procedures for instructing strategies usually begin with
direct instruction and explanation of strategy use. The
next step is often to provide a teacher model of using
the strategy, involving teachers making “visible” to the
student their cognitive processes by talking aloud when
using the strategy. After these procedures, teacher
involvement and control begins to “fade.” Students are
provided guided practice in using the strategy, with the
teacher functioning as a scaffold for the student’s
newly developing skills. Finally, students completely
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take over using the strategy as they gain the ability 
to use it independently. It should be noted that these
procedures for transferring control from teacher to stu-
dent are not simply direct instruction of strategies but
also involve an element of implicit self-regulation
given the nature of the cognitive modeling conducted
by teachers and the collaborative practice to learn to
regulate the strategy (Sawyer, Graham, & Harris, 1992).
In fact, Graham and Harris (1989) argued that self-
regulation is implicit within all meaningful strategy
instruction procedures.

Purpose of Study 
This study compared the effects of two balanced and

strategic reading interventions on the reading skills of
upper-elementary and middle school students with RD.
More specifically, we examined (a) whether balanced,
systematic and intensive reading instruction results in
meaningful effects on the reading skills of older chil-
dren with RD; and (b) whether a greater degree of
explicitness in comprehension strategy instruction
leads to relatively higher gains in reading comprehen-
sion. Findings are discussed in light of how to best max-
imize the effects of reading interventions for older
children with RD.

METHOD
Participants 

Principals from local schools recommended students
who they thought would meet the inclusion criteria for
participating in the study. These criteria included 
(a) entering grades 4 to 8; (b) grade equivalent (GE)
scores on measures of reading fluency and/or reading
comprehension (Reading Fluency and Passage Compre-
hension subtests from the Woodcock-Johnson Tests of
Achievement, 3rd Edition [WJ-3]; Woodcock, McGrew,
& Mather, 2001) at least two years below their ex-
pected grade-level achievement (based on age), with 
no students’ reading fluency above a 3.5 grade level; 
(c) standard scores on at least one of the three compos-
ites (Phonological Awareness, Phonological Memory,
and Rapid Naming) of the Comprehensive Test of
Phonological Processing (CTOPP; Wagner, Torgesen, 
& Rashotte, 1999) at least one standard deviation (SD)
below the mean; and (d) a standard scores on a brief
measure of intellectual functioning (Reynolds Intell-
ectual Screening Test [RIST]; Kamphaus & Reynolds,
2002) above 75. 

Students who were formally identified through their
schools or by other professionals as having an emo-
tional/behavior disorder, autism spectrum disorder, or
severe hearing or vision impairment were excluded
from the study. In addition, students for whom English
was a second language were excluded. Those identified

as having attention deficit hyperactivity disorder
(ADHD) were allowed to participate as long as they met
the study’s inclusion criteria. These students were
included due to the high comorbidity rate between RD
and ADHD established in the research literature (e.g.,
Dykman & Ackerman, 1991). Only one participant was
formally diagnosed with ADHD. 

The final sample consisted of 21 participants ranging
in age from 9 to 14 years (M = 11 years, 6 months; 
SD = 1 year, 5 months). Participants were randomly
assigned to the two treatment conditions. One partici-
pant dropped out of the study within two weeks of
implementation. No explanation was given for failure
to complete the intervention. 

The sample was confirmed to have significant diffi-
culties with reading and reading-related skills despite
average intellectual functioning (see Table 1). Parti-
cipants’ overall reading skills and basic reading skills
were severely delayed, translating to mean GE scores of
2.5 and 2.6 on the WJ-3 Broad Reading Cluster and WJ-
3 Basic Reading Skills Cluster, respectively. Such GE
scores are significantly below the average expected
grade placement (based on age) of the sample, which
was calculated to be sixth grade. The mean CTOPP
scores of the sample also represented significant deficits
in phonological awareness, phonological memory, and
rapid naming. 

Setting
The study took place in a community-based reading

clinic located at both an independent school for stu-
dents with RD and a public elementary school identi-
fied as qualifying for Title 1 funding. The reading clinic
was the result of a collaborative effort between Indiana
University and the private school to provide diagnostic
and supplemental reading services to students with RD
in the community. Instruction took place in classrooms
separated by dividers or in the public school library.
Participants who attended the clinic were drawn from
the community and were not necessarily students at
the two schools. 

Tutor Recruitment, Training, and Treatment
Fidelity

In total, 11 tutors were hired to implement the treat-
ment conditions. Nine of the tutors were graduate stu-
dents in various fields of education (seven master’s
students and two doctoral students). The remaining two
tutors consisted of a recently graduated baccalaureate
student and an advanced undergraduate student in spe-
cial education. Nine of the tutors completed an inten-
sive graduate-level course on curricular approaches for
students with RD consisting of 30 hours of instruction.
The remaining two tutors partially completed the
course, attending when instruction was given on spe-



cific interventions relevant to the treatment conditions
(approximately 10 hours). In addition, tutors were
required to attend, in full, 14 hours of direct training 
on implementation of the treatment conditions. Prior
to training, tutors were randomly assigned to the treat-
ment conditions. 

During implementation of the treatment conditions,
tutors received frequent supervision and feedback. On
at least two occasions, one of the principal investigators
observed each tutor during live tutoring sessions to
monitor fidelity to treatment. Corrective feedback was
given after these observations. In addition, weekly staff

meetings were held in which tutors were provided
group supervision by one of the principal investigators.
Treatment fidelity checklists created to monitor
whether the treatment conditions were implemented 
as designed were completed daily by tutors and during
observation sessions by investigators. Tutors perceived
themselves as adhering to the treatment procedures
approximately 97% of the time. The investigators
observed the tutors as adhering to the treatment pro-
tocol approximately 93% of the time in both condi-
tions. No significant differences between treatment
conditions with regard to treatment fidelity were found.
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Table 1
Participant Characteristics 

Group
Variable Guided Reading Explicit Comprehension

N 11 9

Age (in months) 138 (16.8) a 141 (19.7)  

RIST b 92.3 (3.9) 95 (9.8)

Phonological Awareness c 82.3 (14.2) 81.7 (7.7)

Phonological Memory c 81.2 (14.6) 80.3 (13.1)

Rapid Naming c 79.0 (9.4) 71.7 (16.6)

Broad Reading c 73.9 (6.3) 66.9 (12.3)

Broad Reading GE e 2.7 (.6) 2.3 (.5)

Basic Reading d 80.4 (6.2) 74.1 (12.1)

Basic Reading GE 2.7 (.4) 2.4 (.5)

Gender Ratio 7M/4F 8M/1F

Racial Balance 9 White/2 Black 8 White/1 Black

Note. All test scores are standard scores unless otherwise noted.
aAll scores in parentheses represent standard deviation. b Reynolds Intellectual Screening Test composite score. c Comprehensive Test of
Phonological Processing composite score. d Woodcock Johnson Tests of Achievement, 3rd Edition, composite score. e GE = grade equivalent. 
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Testing Materials and Procedures
To evaluate the reading skills targeted by the treat-

ment conditions, we used a variety of measures that
were closely tied to the interventions (training meas-
ures) and some that were tests of near and far transfer.
Additionally, a semi-structured interview was created to
evaluate the social validity of the interventions. All
measures were administered individually to each partic-
ipant by either their tutors, graduate students in school
psychology, or the principal investigators. For all occa-
sions on which the WJ-3 was used as an indicator for 
the dependent variables, Form A was used during
pretesting and Form B was used during posttesting. 

Data reported below on the internal consistency and
test-retest reliability of the WJ-3 subtests were taken 
from the technical manual of the instrument (McGrew
& Woodcock, 2001), which provides evidence of con-
current validity for the overall reading composite of 
the WJ-3. During test development the correlations
between the Broad Reading Cluster of the WJ-3 and the
reading composites of the Kaufman Test of Educational
Achievement and Wechsler Individual Achievement
Test were found to be .76 and .67, respectively.

Measures of decoding. The test of near transfer for
decoding-related skills was the WJ-3 Word Attack subtest.
During this task, participants were required to read non-
sense words. The median internal consistency coefficient
was .87, and the median test-retest reliability coefficient
was .83. The WJ-3 Letter-Word Identification subtest was
the test of far transfer. On this subtest, participants’ abil-
ity to identify real words in isolation was evaluated. The
median internal consistency coefficient of the Letter-
Word Identification subtest was found to be .94, whereas
the median test-retest reliability coefficient was .95.

Measures of fluency. A daily curriculum-based meas-
urement (CBM) probe was used as the near-transfer
measure of reading fluency. In each session, participants
read a CBM passage at their instructional level, and data
were collected on words read correctly per minute and
percentage of words read accurately. The passages
ranged from 60 to 110 words and were derived from var-
ious basal and literature-based readers (e.g., Byars, 1994;
Napier, 1985), including both expository and narrative
text. Readability levels for all passages were determined
by using the Spache readability formula (Spache, 1953).
To control for passage effects, half the tutors worked
from the back of the CBM passage packet to the front
whereas the other half worked from front to back. 

Oral reading fluency as measured by CBM probes has
been shown to have strong validity given that perform-
ance on these measures is highly related to performance
on a variety of measures of reading comprehension
(Fuchs, Fuchs, Hosp, & Jenkins, 2001). In fact, the rela-
tionship between oral reading fluency as measured by

CBM and reading comprehension extends to standard-
ized test performance, with Fuchs, Fuchs, and Maxwell
(1988) finding a correlation of .91 between oral reading
fluency and performance on the Reading Compre-
hension subtest of the Stanford Achievement Tests.
Additionally, CBM has been shown to be an excellent
measure of reading outcomes because it is more 
sensitive to reading growth than traditional, norm-
referenced measures (Deno et al., 2001). 

The WJ-3 Reading Fluency subtest served as the test 
of far transfer. During this task, participants read as
many sentences as they could within a 3-minute time
limit, deciding whether the sentences were true or false.
The test developers found the median internal consis-
tency coefficient of the Reading Fluency subtest to be
.90. The median test-retest reliability coefficient was .88.

Measures of comprehension. Comprehension was
measured both formally with the WJ-3 and informally
by having students read expository passages, retell 
the important ideas in the passage, and then answer
multiple-choice questions. Three reading levels were
represented by the informal passages – mid-first, mid-
second, and fourth grade – with four passages at each
reading level. Each passage was approximately 250
words long, and was either about a social studies topic
(e.g., the life of John F. Kennedy) or a science topic (e.g.,
galaxies). Passages were drawn from a nonfiction, high-
interest/ low-readability, leveled book series. Parti-
cipants read two passages during both pretest and
posttest. After the participants had finished reading
each passage, their tutors stated, “Now tell me all the
important parts of the passage,” and the passages were
then removed from the participants’ sight. Participants’
oral retells  were audio-recorded and later transcribed.
To control for passage effects, the passages were coun-
terbalanced across subjects and time of administration.
Oral retells of the passages served as the immediate
measure of reading comprehension. 

Two raters independently scored the oral retell
responses based on the quality of response and the num-
ber of main ideas included. The raters were blind to
whose response they were scoring, the treatment condi-
tion from which the responses came, and whether the
response was from pre- or posttesting. A rubric to score
the quality of response was developed by the first author
prior to implementing the interventions. Scores for 
the quality of response ranged from 0 to 6 using the 
following criteria for the retell: 0 = has no passage-
related supporting details or main ideas; 1 = has no 
passage-related main ideas and at least one supporting
detail; 2 = has at least one main idea; 3 = retell has one
main idea and one or more supporting details; 4 = retell 
has more than one main idea; 5 = retell has more than
one main idea and one or more supporting details; and 



6 = retell has more than one main idea and one or more
supporting details, with at least two of the main ideas
and/or supporting details presented in a way that 
is linked conceptually by the student. Inter-rater relia-
bility was .91 for the quality score and .81 for the main
idea score. For both the quality score and the number 
of main ideas, reliability was established by dividing 
the raters’ agreements by the total number of scores. 
If the raters disagreed upon the scoring of a particular
response, they discussed it in an attempt to reach con-
sensus. When a consensus could not be reached, the par-
ticipant received the higher of the two scores. 

After the participants had given their oral retells of
the passages, the tutors administered a multiple-choice
test (near transfer) consisting of six items per passage.
The items, created by the second author, required the
ability to identify the main ideas and supporting details
as well as the ability to use inference. Tutors read each
item and the four possible answers for each item to the
participants. The participants were allowed to look back
at the text while attempting to answer the multiple-
choice items. 

The WJ-3 Passage Comprehension subtest served as
the far-transfer measure of reading comprehension. This
subtest uses a cloze procedure in which examinees are
required to read a sentence with one word missing and
fill in the blank with a word that makes sense. The
median internal consistency coefficient of the Passage
Comprehension subtest was .88, whereas the median
test-retest reliability coefficient was found to be .92. 

General Instructional Procedures 
The study was conducted at the beginning of summer

break and lasted six weeks, with approximately one
week spent on pre and posttesting. The treatment con-
ditions were delivered on a one-to-one basis. Partici-
pants received five weeks of one-to-one tutoring four
days per week, for one hour per day, for a total of 
20 hours.  

Both treatment conditions incorporated exactly the
same training in phonological awareness/analysis,
strategic decoding, and reading fluency, referred to as
Phonemic Awareness/Analysis, Decoding, and Fluency
Instruction (PDF). Only the reading comprehension
component (described below) of the instructional pack-
ages was manipulated. The two treatment conditions
varied with regard to the degree of explicitness with
which reading comprehension strategies were taught.
For the base PDF component of instruction, tutors
administered the daily CBM probe at the beginning 
of each session. Next, they spent approximately 15 min-
utes conducting the phonological awareness/analysis
training. Using materials from the Patterns for Success 
in Reading and Spelling instructional kit (Henry &

Redding, 2003), instruction incorporated multiple sen-
sory modes, including auditory, visual, and kinesthetic,
to teach new phonograms. One new phonogram was
introduced per session, and all phonograms learned 
during previous sessions were reviewed. Individual let-
ters and letter combinations were printed on cards.
Participants were taught to identify the sound of the 
letter(s), to write the letter(s) when provided the sound,
and to trace the letters. The newly introduced phono-
gram was further taught by reading a list of words that
incorporated the phonogram in each word. In addition,
the participants were required to spell words in which
the phonogram was embedded. 

In both conditions students were also instructed in
the use of several decoding strategies, predominantly
used during the comprehension component of instruc-
tion. Specifically, participants were taught five strategies
to use when they encountered a word that they did not
know, including “peeling off” the suffix or prefix; iden-
tifying familiar chunks of words and sounding out each
chunk individually; saying each letter of the word out
loud; using context by covering up the word and ex-
amining the content that comes before and after it; 
and using analogy or key words. Tutors provided direct
instruction, modeling, as well as guided and independ-
ent practice in the use of the decoding strategies. In
addition, participants were given a cue card listing the
decoding strategies. When reading connected text dur-
ing the comprehension component, participants were
required to use the decoding strategies when they
encountered unknown words. They were provided un-
known words only after they had attempted all five
decoding strategies. Participants were given flexibility
with regard to the order in which they chose decoding
strategies. Tutors emphasized that one strategy might
work particularly well for one student or situation but
not another, and that the strategies do not work for 
all words. 

The comprehension component and use of the
decoding strategies followed the training in phonologi-
cal awareness/analysis. Tutors spent an average of 35
minutes per session on strategy instruction for compre-
hension and decoding. Both treatment conditions
incorporated high-interest/low-readability expository
text written at or near each participant’s instructional
reading level, defined as 89-94% accuracy on preinter-
vention passage reading probes and standardized test
scores. Although tutors were not given a limit or re-
quirement in terms of the amount of text to be covered
per session, participants in both treatment conditions
received the same amount of time dedicated to the 
comprehension component. 

The final component of the instructional packages of
both treatment conditions was training in reading flu-
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ency. Passage rereading was used. During passage
rereading, a two-part procedure was used on the pas-
sages read during the reading comprehension compo-
nent. First, the tutor read the passage out loud fluently
and with appropriate inflection while the participant
“shadow read,” meaning she or he also read out loud,
imitating the tutor, but following slightly behind.
Second, the participant, after shadow reading, read the
passage alone in a fluent manner with appropriate
inflection. When participants encountered unknown
words, tutors waited 3 seconds and then provided 
the words. Tutors spent an average of 10 minutes per
session on the reading fluency component.

Guided Reading Instructional Procedures
The reading comprehension strategy instruction

designed for this treatment condition was based in part
on techniques used in the various manifestations of
guided reading (Cunningham & Allington, 1999;
Fountas & Pinnell, 1996), with a more specific strategy
focus drawn from the work in reciprocal teaching
(Palinscar & Brown, 1984). This condition was named
PDF/GR (Phonemic Awareness/Analysis, Decoding, and
Fluency Instruction + Guided Reading). Tutors modeled
specific comprehension strategies for students, includ-
ing prediction, summarization, and question genera-
tion, to enhance active and strategic reading. Tutors
used modeling heavily during the first three to four ses-
sions, and guided practice predominantly during the
middle and final sessions. With this type of instruc-
tional approach, the assumption is made that students
will naturally pick up on the purpose of the strategies
and begin to use them independently (Duffy, 2002). 

Strategies were presented simultaneously; that is,
from the first day of the intervention, participants were
exposed to all the reading comprehension strategies.
Before reading, tutors and participants made predic-
tions about the content they thought would be
included in the day’s text. They then read the text in an
intermittent fashion, with the tutor reading a para-
graph followed by the participant reading a paragraph.
During at least two points while reading, the tutor and
participant checked their original predictions and
made re-predictions if necessary. After reading, the par-
ticipant summarized the most important parts of the
text and asked two important questions related to the
content of the text. 

Explicit Comprehension Procedures
In this treatment condition, participants received

instructional procedures founded on the assumption
that students with reading difficulties would benefit
from explicit instruction in reading comprehension 
and self-regulatory strategies. This condition was named
PDF/EC (Phonemic Awareness/Analysis, Decoding, and

Fluency + Explicit Comprehension). Unlike the PDF/GR
condition in which reading comprehension strategies
were merely introduced, the PDF/EC condition con-
sisted of direct instruction of each strategy, the purpose
behind using it and the value of each strategy for com-
prehending text. 

Within the PDF/GR condition, an assumption is made
that self-regulation will occur if students are exposed to
the strategies. The PDF/EC condition, in contrast, made
training in self-regulation explicit by directly teaching
participants the self-regulatory procedures of goal set-
ting and self-monitoring. 

The PDF/EC condition also differed from the PDF/GR
condition in that the assumption was not made that
students would naturally begin to use the strategies
independently after repeated exposure. Instead, transfer
of control of the strategies was explicitly moved from
tutor to participant. The procedures of this treatment
condition were founded largely on the self-regulated
strategy development (SRSD) model (Graham & Harris,
2003; Harris & Graham, 1999). While the EC condition
is not a direct replication of the SRSD model, it includes
some of its critical elements such as explicit instruction
of strategies and self-regulatory procedures, along with
collaborative interaction between teacher and student.  

A mnemonic was developed to represent the strategies
used during reading comprehension instruction. The
mnemonic was “SUPER-G” and stood for: Set Goals, Use
prior knowledge, Predict what you think will be in the
text, Explain the main idea in your own words, Retell
the most important parts of the text, and Give yourself
feedback. Unlike the PDF/GR condition, the strategies
were introduced sequentially. In addition, adequate
understanding and performance of the strategy was 
criterion- rather than time-based. Therefore, tutors pre-
sented the strategies one at a time and allowed students
as much time as they needed to master the strategy
before introducing a new strategy. Once they had mas-
tered a strategy, students practiced it in conjunction
with the introduction of the new strategy. For example,
when the prediction strategy was introduced for the
first time, participants first independently practiced 
setting goals and using prior knowledge within the
same session. No more than one new strategy was 
introduced per session.

Newly introduced strategies were taught using the fol-
lowing sequence of procedures: direct explanation,
modeling, collaborative practice, and independent prac-
tice. A mnemonic worksheet was created to use during
each session. It consisted of the mnemonic presented
vertically, with small boxes to the left of each letter for
checking off whether the strategy was used and large
boxes to the right of each letter for writing the out-
comes of using the strategy. 



Tutors used the worksheet to teach the strategies.
When first explaining a new strategy, tutors wrote it out
on the worksheet for participants to see. They explained
the purpose of using the strategy, how it would likely be
beneficial, and the situations in which it could be used.
Next, they explicitly modeled using the strategy. During
modeling, tutors “thought aloud” the cognitive state-
ments they made to themselves internally when using
the strategy. Modeling was followed by collaborative
practice in which the tutor and participant worked
together in using the strategy. Finally, participants
independently practiced the strategy, thus completing
the strategy control transfer from teacher to student.
Tutors were directed to use further scaffolding and cog-
nitive modeling on an as-needed basis throughout the
intervention.

For the goal setting strategy, process goals were
emphasized over product goals. According to Schunk
and Rice (1991), process goals help students develop
understanding and skill, whereas product goals (at least
when used alone) often encourage outperforming oth-
ers or achieving an external criterion rather than skill
mastery and understanding. For that reason, students
who set process goals are more willing to take risks and
engage in challenging tasks than students who set
product goals (Schunk & Rice, 1991). Tutors taught par-
ticipants to set goals to understand the text and to use
the strategies for the sake of better understanding the
text. 

The prior knowledge and prediction strategies were
related, but different. When using the prior knowledge
strategy, participants simply thought about what they
already knew about the topic of the text. This strategy
was used to encourage students to link newly acquired
knowledge from the text with previously established
knowledge schemas. The use of prediction is influ-
enced by prior knowledge; however, prediction is a
more specific strategy that uses cues from the text,
such as titles, pictures, bold words, and subheadings,
to hypothesize what the text will be about.

In the main idea strategy, which was based on the
work of Vaughn and Klingner (1999), participants
were taught to “get the gist” of the text and to state the
main idea in their own words using 10 or fewer words.
Tutors made the distinction between the topic as
opposed to the main idea of the passage. Participants
were taught that the topic is what the text is about and
the main idea is the content the author thinks is
important. Additionally, participants were taught
“secrets” to determining what the author thinks is
important by putting themselves in the author’s place
(“getting inside the author’s head”) and examining 
the words and phrases used for clues to what is 
important. 

Tutors also taught the difference between main-
idea thinking and retelling (or summarization) by
explaining that the former is a search for the single
most important idea being conveyed, whereas the lat-
ter consists of creating a brief retelling of several impor-
tant points in the text. Tutors explained that some
information in text is more important than other infor-
mation. The use of question generation helped distin-
guish between important and unimportant text.
Participants were taught to ask two important ques-
tions after reading the text.

Finally, participants were taught to give themselves
feedback on their use of the strategies and their value
in understanding the text. To that end, a mnemonic
sheet served as a self-monitoring form for participants
to check off whether they had used each strategy.
Additionally, tutors used strategy-value feedback, based
on the work of Schunk and Rice (1992), to explicitly
show participants the link between using the strategies
and improved comprehension of the text. 

Design and Data Analysis
A randomized comparison group design was used to

determine the relative effectiveness of the more explicit
PDF/EC and PDF/GR reading interventions. Both tutors
and participating students were randomly assigned to
treatments. Dependent measures included standard
scores on four subtests of the WJ-3 (Letter-Word
Identification, Reading Fluency, Passage Comprehen-
sion, and Word Attack) and raw scores on informal
measures of passage comprehension designed for the
study (Oral Retell Quality, Number of Main Ideas
Recalled, and Number of Correct answers to Multiple
Choice Questions). Number of correct words read per
minute on a daily CBM probe was used as an additional
measure of reading fluency. 

Within-group comparisons. Paired sample t-tests 
were used to investigate whether posttest scores on the
dependent measures were significantly higher than
pretest scores for each intervention. In addition, ordi-
nary least-squares analysis was used to calculate 
the average session gain in reading fluency for each
group. 

Between group (PDF/EC and PDF/GR) comparisons.
One-way analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) was used
with posttest scores as dependent variables and 
pretest scores as covariates to determine significant dif-
ferences between treatments on dependent variables.
Effect size was used to assist in determining the practi-
cal importance of gains in dependent measures. Effect
size was calculated by subtracting the pretest mean 
of each dependent variable from the posttest mean 
and dividing by the average, or pooled, standard devia-
tion (Cohen, 1988; Hunter, Schmidt, & Jackson, 1982).
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RESULTS
Preliminary Analyses

Preliminary analysis of variance (ANOVA) for contin-
uous variables and chi-square analysis for categorical
variables were used to test whether the treatment con-
ditions were comparable at the outset. With alpha set at
.05, these analyses indicated no significant differences
between the two conditions on gender, ethnicity, age,
intellectual functioning, reading skills (on all measures),
and phonological processing. Pretest and posttest
means and standard deviations for all dependent vari-
ables by condition are presented in Table 2.

Is a Balanced and Strategic Approach Effective?:
Within-Group Comparisons 

Paired sample t-tests were used to investigate whether
posttest scores on the dependent measures were signifi-
cantly higher than pretest scores for each intervention.
Effect sizes were calculated by subtracting the pretest
mean of each dependent variable from the posttest
mean and dividing by the average standard deviation. 

Decoding and decoding-related skills. Students in the
PDF/GR group made significant gains on the measure of
near transfer (WJ-3 Word Attack), t (10) = 3.03, p < .05,
d = .56. The effect size for pretest to posttest gain was

Table 2
Outcomes for Reading Measures 

Guided Reading Explicit Comprehension
Between

Measure Pre Post Gain Pre Post Gain Groups a

Retell Quality 1.5 2.9*** 1.4 1.6 4.2*** 2.6 4.8**

SD 1.1 (2.9) b 1.2 1.2 (4.1) 1.5

1.4

Main Idea .5 .9** .5 .6 1.4*** .9 5.8**

SD .4 (.9) .5 .6 (1.4) .7

.5

Multiple Choice c 5.2 6.2 .9 5.8 7.4* 1.7 1.0

SD 1.8 (6.3) 3.0 1.9 (7.4) 2.2

2.2 2.7

L-W Ident. 77 80.9** 3.9 69.8 70.1 .3 3.6*

SD 7.3 7.5 5.2 13.7 13.2 2.4

Reading Fluency 74.6 79.5*** 4.9 72.1 75.9*** 4.6 .02

SD 7.3 6.9 4.6 6.4 8.8 3.9

Passage Comp. 79.2 78.7 -.5 70.3 75.6* 5.2 3.4*

SD 7.5 8.7 7.7 17.4 14.5 5.6

Word Attack 85.5 88.7** 3.3 80.2 84.8* 4.6 .32

SD 5.5 6.0 3.6 11.2 6.6 6.4

Note. Scores from WJ-3 are age-based standard scores. 
a F-scores. b Scores in parentheses represent adjusted posttest means for ANCOVA. c Multiple-choice scores represent the average items 
correct out of 12. 

* p < .1.   ** p < .05. ***  p < .01.



medium. PDF/EC participants showed a marginally sig-
nificant increase in performance on the near-transfer
measure, t (8) = 2.14, p = .07, d = .50. This effect size 
was also medium. 

On the WJ Letter-Word Identification subtest, 
which served as the test of far transfer, the PDF/GR
participants made significant gains, t (10) = 2.47, 
p < .05, d = .53. The effect size for these gains was
medium. PDF/EC participants did not make significant
gains in word identification, t (8) = -.426, d = -.02. 

Reading fluency. Ordinary least-squared regression
analyses were used to calculate the average gain in 
fluency using the CBM probes. A regression line was 
fit to each participant’s daily CBM score. Using the
beta value, the slope was determined for each student.
Means for predicted growth per session were calculated
by intervention group. Participants in both interven-
tions made significant gains in reading fluency as
measured by the daily CBM probes (the near-transfer
measure). Those in PDF/GR intervention showed daily
gains of .35 correct words per minute (cwpm), whereas
participants in the PDF/EC intervention showed daily
gains of .29 cwpm.

On the measure of far transfer, the WJ-3 Reading
Fluency subtest, both groups made significant gains
(PDF/GR, t (10) = 3.55, p < .01, d = .69; PDF/EC, 
t (8) = 3.36, p = .01, d = .49). The effect size for the
PDF/GR intervention was medium, whereas the effect
size for the PDF/EC intervention was on the borderline
between small and medium.  

Reading comprehension. Dependent samples t-tests
indicated that both groups made significant gains 
on both tests of training measures, oral retell 
quality (PDF/GR, t (10) = 3.63, p <.01, d = 1.08;
PDF/EC, t (8) = 5.23, p < .01, d = 2.03) and main-idea
identification (PDF/GR, t (10) = 3.19, p = .01, d = .94;
PDF/EC, t (8) = 3.83, p < .01, d = 1.69). Effects sizes 
for both interventions on both measures were 
large. 

On the test of near transfer, the multiple-choice test
of reading comprehension, the gains at posttest for 
participants in the PDF/EC intervention approached 
significance, t (8) = 2.24, p = .06, d = .67. Although 
not statistically significant, the effect size was
medium. Participants in the PDF/GR intervention did
not make significant gains on the test of near transfer, 
t (10) = 1.01, p > .05, d = .45.

Participants in the PDF/EC intervention also made
gains on the measure of far transfer, the WJ-3 Passage
Comprehension subtest, t (8) = 2.79, p < .05, d = .33.
This effect size was small. Those in the PDF/GR inter-
vention did not make significant gains on the measure
of far-transfer, t (10) = -.20, d = -.05.

Does a Greater Degree of Explicitness in
Comprehension Strategy Instruction Lead to
Greater Gains?: Between-Group Comparisons

ANCOVA was used with posttest scores as dependent
variables and pretest scores as covariates to deter-
mine significant differences between treatments on de-
pendent variables. When any of the assumptions for
ANCOVA were violated, two-way (treatment condition
x pre-post) ANOVA was used. For the analyses using
ANCOVA, effect size was calculated by subtracting the
adjusted posttest mean of the PDF/EC condition from
the adjusted posttest mean of the PDF/GR condition
and dividing by the pooled SD of the original posttest
means. Effect size for the two-way ANOVAs was calcu-
lated by subtracting the mean gain scores of the
PDF/EC condition from the mean gain scores of the
PDF/GR condition and dividing by the pooled SD of
the gain scores.

Decoding and decoding-related skills. Because the
assumption of homogeneity of regression slopes was
violated, two-way ANOVA was used to analyze differ-
ences between the groups on the Word Attack and
Letter-Word Identification subtests. Results indicated
no differences in gains between the intervention
groups on the Word Attack subtest, F (1, 17) = .323, 
p > .05, d = .25. On the Letter-Word Identification
subtest, the difference between groups approached
statistical significance, with participants in the
PDF/GR intervention showing greater gains from
pretest to posttest than those in the PDF/EC inter-
vention, F (1, 18) = 3.57, p = .08, d = -.88. This effect
size was large. 

Reading fluency. For the Reading Fluency subtest,
the assumption of homogeneity of regression slopes
was violated. Therefore, two-way ANOVA was used. It
indicated no statistically significant differences
between groups on the Reading Fluency subtest, F (1,
17) = .02, d = -.07

Reading comprehension. All assumptions for
ANCOVA were met for the oral retell and multiple-
choice measures. Participants in the PDF/EC interven-
tion outperformed those in the PDF/GR intervention 
on oral retell quality, F (1, 17) = 4.792, p < .05, d = .91,
and main-idea identification, F (1, 17) = 5.763, p < .05,
d = 1.07. Both effect sizes were large. There was no 
statistically significant difference between groups on
the multiple-choice test, F (1, 17) = 1.01, p > .05, 
d = .44.

The assumption of homogeneity of regression slopes
was violated for the analysis of the WJ-3 Passage
Comprehension subtest. Two-way ANOVA indicated
that differences between the groups approached statis-
tical significance, F (1, 17) = 3.41, p = .08, d = .84. Those
in the PDF/EC group showed a tendency toward greater
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gains on the far-transfer measure of reading compre-
hension than did the PDF/GR group. 

Social Validity
Overall, students in both treatment conditions

responded favorably to the tutoring as measured by the
social validity interview. Thus, in response to an open-
ended question regarding their general opinion of the
summer reading program, 19 out of 20 students
responded positively. Several students from both treat-
ment conditions used the following terms to describe
their reactions to the program: “fun (8),” “cool (2),”
“great/good (6),” and “helpful (8).” When directly
asked whether they thought their reading skills had
improved as a result of participating in the program, all
students responded in an affirmative manner. An illus-
trative example of a response is the following: “Yeah, a
lot. Because I read more and it helps me with the words
I don’t know. It helps me understand what’s going on
in the book.”

DISCUSSION
In this study, we examined the impact of balanced

and strategic reading instruction on the reading skills of
upper-elementary and middle school students with RD.
We were specifically interested in whether meaningful
gains could be made when this approach was used with
older children with RD, and whether more explicit com-
prehension strategy instruction led to greater gains in
comprehension. Here we discuss our findings in light of
recommendations for practice and future research. 

Is a Balanced and Strategic Approach to Reading
Instruction Effective for Older Children with RD?

Overall, meaningful progress was found in students’
reading decoding and fluency skills given the relatively
short intervention time of 20 sessions over 5 weeks. The
significant standard-score gains made in the WJ-3 Word
Attack and Reading Fluency subtests translated into
grade-equivalent gains of approximately half a school
year, which far exceeds what would be expected for that
period of time in the summer. According to the CBM
probes, students were not only reading more quickly
but also more accurately. The findings on both the for-
mal and informal assessments suggest that the compre-
hensive reading intervention generalized to both
contrived and contextualized measures of decoding.
The analysis of the trends in the daily CBM probes
translated into average daily gains of .32 cwpm across
both groups or a gain of 1.28 cwpm per four-day week.
These gains in fluency are similar to the reported aver-
age fluency gains of 1.39 per week for the accelerated
instruction of children with LD in intensive treatment
programs, in grades 2-6 (Deno et al., 2001). These gains
also exceed the “ambitious” target of .65 words per week

recommended by Shaywitz (2003) and the “normative”
gains of .5 words per week of students with LD in gen-
eral (Deno et al., 2001). 

In addition, students in both treatment groups made
gains on the most immediate measure of reading com-
prehension: passage oral retell. Because the passages
used in the retell were controlled for readability (i.e.,
word and sentence length), this measure provided an
opportunity to examine change in passage-level com-
prehension independent of word-level reading ability.
Students demonstrated significant improvement in the
number of main ideas in a passage they were able to
identify as well as in the quality of their summaries. The
large effects suggest that the treatments had a mean-
ingful, positive impact on students’ abilities to draw 
meaning from text. Participants in both groups made
significant gains on the retell measure of comprehen-
sion, and students in the PDF/EC made gains in the
two transfer comprehension measures: multiple-choice
questions and the WJ-3 Passage Comprehension sub-
test. These findings suggest that a balanced and strate-
gic intervention can accelerate the learning of older
children with RD over a relatively short time.

Accelerated learning is essential if students with RD
are to overcome the cumulative effect of years of falling
behind in school. In addition, for upper-elementary 
and middle school students, intensive instruction that
demonstrates some immediate success is necessary to
enhance self-efficacy and motivation to continue to
work on their reading. 

The results provide support for the value of individu-
alized, intensive reading instruction as an essential com-
plement to an inclusive education. It also confirms that
students who enter the upper-elementary grades with
significant delays in learning to read are still amendable
to reading instruction. There is little evidence that
instruction in an inclusive classroom that does not
include intensive tutorial, or even in traditional
resource rooms, would equate to the gains made in a
supplemental intensive reading intervention (Manset 
& Semmel, 1997; Marston, 1996; Moody, Vaughn,
Hughes, & Fischer, 2000).                     

Does a Greater Degree of Explicitness in
Comprehension Strategy Instruction Lead to
Greater Gains in Reading Comprehension?

There were important differences in the overall
impact on comprehension in the two groups. That is,
students in the PDF/EC condition made significantly
greater gains in the immediate measure of reading (pas-
sage oral retell) than those in the PDF/GR condition.
These findings have implications for how to best teach
older children with RD to read. While it has become
increasingly evident that the most effective instruction



is a balance between direct instructional and more con-
structivist approaches (Chall, 2000; Snow et al., 1998),
determining the optimal degree of explicitness in com-
prehension instruction for students with RD is not a
simple task. Providing a highly explicit and structured
instructional format for reading comprehension has the
potential of introducing new problems. As comprehen-
sion instruction becomes more teacher-directed, for in-
stance, with more direct explanation, modeling, guided
practice and feedback, and review, the less it resembles
authentic reading. Extensive explicitness of strategy
instruction may interfere with the constructivist or
transactional nature of the construction of meaning
from text and the spontaneous development of reading
strategies and, therefore, not lend itself to generaliza-
tion. In addition, the more structured the strategy
instruction, the more labor-intensive it becomes for
both instructor and student. 

It was evident in our observations of the reading
instruction that students in the PDF/EC condition cov-
ered fewer pages of text and fewer topics during their
tutoring sessions than students in the PDF/GR condi-
tion. Despite these potential drawbacks, the results sug-
gest that the more explicit the comprehension strategy
and self-regulatory instruction, the higher the likeli-
hood that older children with RD will make significant
gains in reading comprehension. 

Limitations
Several limitations of this study should be noted.

First, the lack of a no-treatment control group threat-
ens the internal validity of our conclusions. Without a
no-treatment control, it is not possible to determine
conclusively whether students made gains purely
because of maturation or because of practice effects 
on the measures.

We chose to use a contrast group, the PDF/GR inter-
vention, instead of a no-treatment control for two rea-
sons. First, there is clearly an ethical issue (Lyon &
Moats, 1997), and we believed that participants in the
PDF/GR intervention would benefit from the treatment,
while students in a no-control treatment group likely
would regress in their reading skills over the summer
(Allington & McGill-Franzen, 2003; Schacter, 2003).
Second, we believed that the PDF/GR intervention
would provide a much more rigorous test of the efficacy
of the PDF/EC than a no-treatment control. It was not
particularly important for us to determine whether par-
ticipants in the PDF/EC intervention would outperform
a no-treatment control group. We were confident, how-
ever, that much of the gains may be attributed to the
intervention given that the study occurred over the
summer, when students usually regress in their reading
skills. As noted earlier, the outcomes on the WJ-3 and

the CBM gains exceeded what would be predicted for
students in five weeks. In other words, we had no rea-
son to believe that these students, who were so delayed
in their reading skills, would make even little progress
in reading without an intensive intervention. In addi-
tion, the moderate to large effect sizes for students who
have historically demonstrated such difficulty in learn-
ing to read would preclude the possibility of results
being due to practice effects. 

The small sample size (N = 20) provided limited sta-
tistical power to detect changes resulting from the inter-
ventions. Prior to the study’s implementation, we were
aware that large differences between groups had to be
found in order for our findings to be statistically signif-
icant. It was thought that the differences in the two
interventions were significant enough to produce large
effects. The inclusion of a larger sample would have
increased the study’s power to detect smaller effects
between the intervention groups. 

Another limitation is the potential for bias in select-
ing the sample of participants. Although they were 
randomly assigned to treatments, all students who qual-
ified, volunteered, and attended regularly were included
in the study. This limits our ability to generalize to all
students with RD. Additionally, the omission of tests of
maintenance and generalization prevents us from mak-
ing statements about whether the interventions had
long-lasting effects on the participants and whether
their skills were generalized outside the tutoring setting. 

Finally, the design of the study inhibits us from mak-
ing specific statements about the aspects of the PDF/EC
condition that may have influenced greater reading
comprehension achievement than the PDF/GR condi-
tion. We developed the interventions to differ with
regard to the degree of explicitness in which strategy
instruction was given. However, many aspects make up
difference in explicitness. What aspects or combination
of aspects of explicitness were at work? Was it the
added explicit instruction in the self-regulatory proce-
dures, the explicit explanation of the reasoning behind
using strategies, or the explicit feedback on the value of
strategy use in aiding comprehension? Was it the
explicit transfer of control of strategy use from teacher
to student? 

We admit that we do not have the answers to these
important questions. Despite this limitation, our find-
ings suggest that some aspects of explicitness in strategy
instruction are important in maximizing the reading
comprehension gains of upper-elementary and middle
school students with RD.

Implications for Practice
We were pleased to find that students in both groups

made meaningful gains in three important elements 

Volume 28, Winter 2005        71



Learning Disability Quarterly        72

of reading (i.e., decoding, fluency, and comprehen-
sion). Still, despite our efforts to work with a group of
students who were relatively homogeneous in reading
skills, phonological processing deficits, and grade level,
the treatment affected individual students differently.
Thus, the intervention was much more effective for
some students than others. Practitioners should be
aware of the need to examine whether elements of
comprehensive treatments could be intensified
depending on students’ reading skill and phonological
processing profile. 

There also appeared to be differences in the interac-
tion of treatment components with each other and with
outcome measures. One particularly striking example of
this was with those students who demonstrated a nega-
tive growth on the informal measure of fluency as meas-
ured by CBM, despite growth in reading accuracy and
gains in the WJ-3 Reading Fluency subtest. These stu-
dents’ fluency scores were dropping because they were
slowing down to self-correct when they realized that a
word they read did not make sense in the context of 
the sentence. In other words, they become less fluent as
measured by CBM as a consequence of an increase in
their comprehension. While there is a general assump-
tion that an increase in reading fluency contributes to
greater comprehension because more cognitive space is
left free for drawing meaning from text, this example
illustrates that the relationship between fluency and
comprehension is much more complex than that. At
times it felt as though we were sending mixed signals 
to students: read faster but think about what you are
reading and stop to apply decoding strategies. Again,
practitioners should pay attention to comprehensive
interventions to know more about how treatment 
components complement and counteract each other. 

This study provides evidence of the benefits of a com-
prehensive, supplemental reading intervention for older
children with RD. Thus, it was evident that when imple-
menting a balanced approach to reading instruction for
students with RD, more explicit instruction in compre-
hension and self-regulatory strategies should be consid-
ered. While the feasibility of finding resources to
support such intensive services is most likely on the
mind of every practitioner who reads this article, it may
help to note that we were able to train tutors with a
moderate level of resources. That is, the instructors had,
for the most part, limited experience working with stu-
dents and approximately 25 hours of training in this
method. This is a far cry from the advanced training in
reading that is required for other intensive tutorial read-
ing approaches. To use a standard for determining inter-
vention effectiveness set by Deno and his colleagues
(2001), we feel our findings are important not because
they replicate typical practice but “because they reveal

what is ‘possible’ for students with learning disabilities
to achieve-rather than what is ‘likely’ that they will
achieve” (p. 519).
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