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The Impacts of Success for All on Reading Achievement
in Grades 3-5: Does Intervening During the Later Elementary
Grades Produce the Same Benefits as Intervening Early?
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We evaluate the impact of Success for All literacy instruction in grades 3 through 5 using data from
the same cluster randomized trial used to evaluate effects in the earlier grades (K-2). In contrast to
the early benefits, there is no effect on reading achievement in the later grades, either overall or for
students and schools with high or low baseline reading achievement. This suggests that the impact
of Success for All—including established long-term positive effects—may depend on early exposure.
As a result, educators may experience difficulty replicating the typical positive achievement impacts
of the intervention when children participate in Success for All only during the later elementary
grades, as is common for mobile students in program schools.
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ELEMENTARY literacy education in the United
States still faces great challenges. According to
the National Assessment of Educational Progress,
only one third (33%) of all fourth-grade students
read at a proficient level in 2009; a third (33%)
did not read at even a basic level; and half of Black
(53%), Hispanic (52%), and free-lunch-eligible
(49%) students fell short of basic proficiency
(National Center for Education Statistics, 2009).
These statistics are alarming because learning to
read is a “key milestone for children living in a
literate society” (Whitehurst & Lonigan, 2001,
p.11), and elementary reading skills beget later
ability, academic achievement, and adult status
(i.e., Cunningham & Stanovich, 1997; Entwisle
& Alexander, 1999; Kraus, 1973). These reali-
ties provide motivation for the development and
rigorous evaluation of elementary reading ini-
tiatives but, thus far, the body of evidence is
disproportionately thin on the effectiveness of
instructional approaches for later elementary

students. For instance, as of late 2011, the What
Works Clearinghouse included 128 studies meet-
ing evidence standards of 60 interventions focus-
ing on the beginning elementary grades (kinder-
garten, first, and second) and just 67 rigorous
studies of 39 interventions focusing on the later
elementary grades (third, fourth, and fifth)."
Literacy instruction in the later elementary
grades merits greater independent attention
because it is conceptually and practically distinct
from early instruction. The conceptual goals in
the early grades focus on beginning reading
skills, whereas later elementary goals shift to
comprehension; therefore, best instructional
practices may differ across contexts (Slavin,
Lake, Chambers, Cheung, & Davis, 2009). A
major practical challenge for later elementary
literacy instruction is the diversity of students’
prior educational experiences due to student
mobility. Only 56% of students, on average,
attend the same school from kindergarten to
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third grade (Burkam, Lee, & Dwyer, 2009), and
student mobility is highest in the types of schools
most targeted by school reform (Kerbow, 1996).
This means that a substantial population of stu-
dents receives partial exposure to a school’s
overall curricular program and, therefore, instruc-
tional strategies must be sensitive to limited prior
exposure. For literacy instruction in the later
grades, this requires not only evidence of the
effectiveness of specific interventions but evi-
dence of impacts independent of earlier experi-
ences. In other words, if a school’s instructional
approach depends on early exposure for success,
then it will not serve the needs of mobile students
who arrive in the later grades.

This article specifically addresses literacy
instruction in the later elementary grades by
isolating the instructional impacts of a promis-
ing intervention, Success for All, in grades 3
through 5. Success for All is an instructive case
for this purpose because it is among the most
mature and proven school reform models, with
rigorous causal evidence demonstrating a posi-
tive impact of instruction in the early elemen-
tary grades (Borman et al., 2007) as well as
observational evidence of long-term benefits of
the program (Borman & Hewes, 2002). However,
relatively little attention has been paid to the
program’s literacy instruction in the later grades,
which are designed around evidence-based prac-
tices, widely implemented, and potentially con-
tribute to the program’s success. In addition, the
national randomized trial of Success for All
provides the unique methodological opportunity
to isolate the causal effect of Success for All
literacy instruction in grades 3 through 5 and to
compare these impacts to those in grades K
through 2. In contrast to benefits in the early
grades, we find no effects of instruction in the
later grades. Also, we find no differences in the
program’s effectiveness by students’ prior
achievement levels.

Success for All and Later Elementary
Literacy Instruction

Originally developed in Baltimore, Success for
All is a long-standing, widely implemented, and
effective comprehensive school reform model for
elementary literacy instruction (Borman &
Hewes, 2002; Borman, Hewes, Overman, &
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Brown, 2003; Borman et al., 2005a, 2005b;
Borman et al., 2007; Slavin, Madden, Chambers,
& Haxby, 2009). However, no research specifi-
cally focuses on Reading Wings, the literacy
program for elementary students at the second-
grade level and above (as opposed to Reading
Roots, the earlier program). Reading Wings is an
adaptation of Cooperative Integrated Reading
and Composition (CIRC) (Stevens, Madden,
Slavin, & Farnish, 1987). Students are regrouped
from across grade levels into reading classes
based on reading level, and classroom instruc-
tion is structured around direct instruction,
cooperative work in small groups, and regular
individual assessments. The classroom instruc-
tion for each lesson follows a guide developed to
supplement regular reading materials (basals,
novels, etc.), which walk teachers through mate-
rials for direct instruction, cooperative tasks, and
ultimate assessment and celebration. Throughout,
the curricular focus of these lessons is compre-
hension and appreciation of increasingly com-
plex text (Slavin, Madden, et al., 2009).

To date, the evidence for benefits of Reading
Wings is indirect and inconclusive. Success for
All implementation, which includes curricular
supports and training for teachers, leads to a
greater emphasis on reading comprehension in
classroom instruction (Correnti & Rowan,
2007). This suggests that the evidence-based
instructional strategies do, indeed, make their
way to students. In addition, positive impacts in
the later grades would be consistent with the
long-term observed impacts of the overall
Success for All program (Borman & Hewes,
2002). However, since some observational evi-
dence suggests that the success of Success for
All is limited to the early grades (Venezky,
1998), such putative benefits demand addi-
tional consideration.

In sum, the Success for All instructional
regime presents a specific and underutilized
case to assess the effectiveness of literacy
instructional strategies for students in the later
elementary grades. Therefore, this article takes
up the following three research questions:

Research Question 1: What is the impact of
the Success for All literacy instructional
program in grades 3 through 5 on
students’ reading achievement?



Research Question 2: Are the impacts of
Success for All literacy instruction in
grades 3 through 5 comparable to the
effects of the Success for All instru-
ctional approach in grades K through 2?

Research Question 3: Does the effect of
Success for All instruction in the upper
grades differ for students and schools
exhibiting lower or higher initial
proficiency?

The National Randomized Success for All Trial

This study draws on supplemental data from
the national cluster randomized trial of Success
for All conducted with more than 5,000 students
beginning in 2001. The pragmatic design of that
study randomized 35 participating schools to one
of two conditions for a 3-year period: Success for
All implementation in kindergarten through sec-
ond grade (K-2) or in third through fifth grade
(3-5). As previously documented in reports of
the K—2 impact study, all schools received some
school-level aspects of the intervention, but stu-
dent exposure to the literacy instructional compo-
nent in any particular grade was prescribed only
by experimental status. This means that the later
grade students in K—2 schools (who received no
instructional exposure to the Success for All pro-
gram) provide a randomized comparison group
for the grade 3—5 Success for All students.

This design provides several substantial
advantages in understanding the effectiveness
of the Success for All instructional approach.
First, the experimental evaluation provides rig-
orous causal evidence. To date, all assessments
of Success for All in the later grades have relied
on quasi-experimental comparisons that are
subject to selection bias. Second, the experi-
mental contrast isolates the effect of Success for
All instruction, controlling for both school orga-
nizational resources and experience with the
previous program curriculum. This allows a
precise assessment of the effectiveness of the
Success for All instructional regime for students
in grades 3 through 5. Finally, because the
results are drawn from the same study and
schools, the impact estimates for grades 3
through 5 are methodologically, contextually,
and historically comparable to those for grades
K through 2.

Impacts of Success for All

It is important to highlight the general complex-
ity of evaluating later elementary instructional
strategies, because impacts may be moderated by
students’ prior instructional experiences. In this
case, the experimental contrast identifies the
instructional effect in the later elementary grades
specifically for a population of students without
previous exposure to Success for All. This con-
trast is designed to assess the independent impact
of the later elementary grades program, Reading
Wings, in order to learn about effective literacy prac-
tices in those grades. The experimental contrast does
not directly test the effects of later elementary
instruction in the context of complete Success for
All exposure, so results may not generalize to
ideal Reading Wings implementation (following
Reading Roots). However, as a practical matter,
student mobility ensures that a substantial popu-
lation of students will experience Reading Wings
without Reading Roots. In the national Success
for All randomized trial itself, approximately one
third (32%) of the younger cohort were “in-
movers” to the school by the end of second grade
(Borman et al., 2007). It is clearly important to
know the independent effects of Reading Wings.

Method

Sample

This article uses data from 35 schools involved
in the national experimental evaluation of Success
for All (Borman et al., 2007).> We focus on two
cohorts of students with exposure to Success for
All in the later elementary grades. The primary
cohort, students who were in third grade in
2002-2003, experienced the program over all
3 years of the study. We also report results for a
secondary cohort of students who were in fourth
grade in 2002-2003 and encountered the pro-
gram for just 2 years in total. However, the
structure of the data does not allow students to be
linked across years, which precluded identifying
a longitudinal sample of students with maximum
program exposure throughout the study. Instead,
all analyses focus on the “schoolwide” outcomes
(Borman et al., 2007) based on all students pres-
ent at the targeted grade level in each year. Given
our focus on the school-level impacts of treat-
ment assignment, this assessment of cross-
sectional, schoolwide outcomes is appropriate.
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The characteristics of the participating schools
(see Table 1) suggest that the Success for All and
comparison schools are roughly equivalent on all
observed characteristics. In general, study schools
are located in the Midwest or South and enroll
large proportions of minority students and stu-
dents eligible for free and reduced price lunch, a
proxy measure for family income. We present
further evidence that randomization resulted in
reasonably matched groups in Table 2. When
comparing the two groups, neither demographic
characteristics nor initial reading scores revealed
statistically significant differences.

The analytical sample contains 2,420 primary
cohort students and 2,172 secondary cohort stu-
dents in the 35 study schools in Year 1. Study
attrition reduces the analytical sample for subse-
quent years in two ways. First, six schools left
the study during subsequent years: five due to
school closures and one due to refusal to allow
continued data collection (Borman et al., 2007).
Second, grade-specific data refusals in grades 4
and 5 further limit the analytical sample for both
cohorts of interest here. Although sample attri-
tion is regrettable in any research context, it only
jeopardizes the validity of an experimental
impact estimate if attrition is excessive overall or
experienced differentially between treatment
and control groups. We devote the first section of
our results to these issues.

Measures

Throughout the study, general reading
achievement was assessed with the Gates-
MacGinitie Reading Test 4th edition, levels 3-5,
form S (GMRT), produced by Riverside
Publishing. The GMRT is a nationally normed
55-minute pencil and paper assessment designed
to assess general reading achievement. The test
for levels 3—5 assesses both vocabulary knowl-
edge, by requiring students to identify word
meanings with minimal context, and reading
comprehension, by asking students to demon-
strate understanding of published prose excerpts.
Internal consistency reliabilities for the GMRT
in levels 3-5 range from .95 to .96, and test—
retest reliabilities range from .89 to .93.

Students were pretested at the start of the
study (in the fall of 2002) and administered a
posttest during the spring of each of the 3 years
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of the study (2003, 2004, and 2005). The testing
windows for the posttest were approximately
4 weeks in length, and posttesting occurred no
earlier than 8 weeks prior to the final day of the
school year. For analyses presented here, the
scores have been standardized to have a mean of
zero and a standard deviation of one within each
cohort and year. We also use grade-level equiva-
lent thresholds in the original scale-score metric
to define sub-populations of students reading
above or below grade level at baseline.

Procedures

The sample of 35 schools was recruited to
begin implementation in fall of 2002. As is typi-
cal with the implementation of Success for All,
all 35 of the study schools established a school-
wide “solutions” team, which addressed class-
room management issues and sought to increase
parents’ participation in school generally, to
mobilize integrated services to help Success for
All families and children, and to identify and
solve particular problems such as irregular atten-
dance, problems at home, and homelessness. In
addition, each of the 35 Success for All schools
designated a full-time program facilitator who
monitored the daily operation of the program,
provided assistance where needed, and coordi-
nated the various components. Because all stu-
dents across grades K through 5 could, poten-
tially, benefit from these schoolwide supports,
and because no students in the grade 3—5 sample
had prior exposure to the K-2 Success for All
curriculum, our impact estimates are interpreted
as the unique effect of the grade 3—5 Success for
All instructional approach.’ To assure fidelity to
experimental conditions within schools, Success
for All monitored treatment and control class-
rooms during regular quarterly visits. Most
important, no evidence was found that control
classrooms adopted the curriculum, instruction,
and learning environments that constitute the
Success for All treatment. See Borman et al.
(2005a, 2005b, 2007) for additional details about
the Success for All experimental evaluation.

Analysis

Models to identify the treatment effect of an
intervention in a cluster randomized trial (CRT)
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TABLE 2

Comparison of Baseline Characteristics at Success for All 3—5 (SFA) Schools (N = 17) and Control Schools

(N=18)
Variable Condition M SD t
Enrollment SFA 435.94 168.64

Control 421.72 195.65 -0.23
% female SFA 50.10 7.42

Control 49.42 5.88 -0.30
% minority SFA 83.34 31.04

Control 74.78 31.04 —0.75
% ESL SFA 7.15 17.41

Control 10.85 20.60 0.57
% special education SFA 11.74 6.68

Control 9.48 5.08 -1.13
% free lunch SFA 85.84 19.66

Control 75.25 29.71 -1.24
GMRT scale score, grade 3 SFA 426.29 18.83

Control 430.96 21.03 0.69
At grade level, grade 3 SFA 26.71 18.18

Control 32.78 21.97 0.91
GMRT scale score, grade 4 SFA 453.69 18.98

Control 458.07 20.96 0.65
At grade level, grade 4 SFA 23.26 19.81

Control 27.59 20.94 0.63

Note. GMRT = Gates-MacGinitie Reading Test; ESL = English as a second language.

must account for the randomization of schools and
the collection of outcome data from students. With
such a design, estimation of treatment effects at the
level of the cluster that was randomized is the
appropriate method (Donner & Klar, 2000;
Raudenbush, 1997). We applied Raudenbush’s
(1997) proposed analytical strategy for the analy-
sis of CRTs: the use of a hierarchical linear model.
In this formulation, we simultaneously accounted
for both student and school-level sources of vari-
ability in the outcomes by specifying a two-level
hierarchical model that estimated the school-level
effect of random assignment to receive Success for
All Our level 1, or within-school, model nested
students within schools with their posttest achieve-
ment predicted by a school-level mean achieve-
ment intercept and an error term,

Y, =By t+ry
which represents the spring posttest achieve-
ment for student i in school j regressed on a
school-level intercept plus the student-specific
level 1 residual variance component, r;,.

At level 2 of the model, we estimated the
cluster-level impact of Success for All treatment
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assignment on the mean posttest achievement
outcome in school j. As suggested by the work
of Bloom, Bos, and Lee (1999) and Raudenbush
(1997), we included a school-level covariate,
the school mean GMRT pretest score, to help
reduce the unexplained variance in the outcome
and to improve the power and precision of our
treatment effect estimates. The fully specified
level 2 model was written as

By = Yoo + Yo (MEANGMRT), + 1,,(SFA), + u,,

where the mean posttest intercept for school j,
By» was regressed on the baseline school-level
mean GMRT score, the SFA treatment assign-
ment indicator, plus a residual, uy. In this model,
the coefficient y,, provides the intention-to-treat
(ITT) estimate of the impact of the Success for
All program.

In addition, we conducted supplementary
analyses to investigate whether Success for All
impacts in grades 3 through 5 were sensitive to
the prior reading ability of students within the
schools.* In one supplemental analysis, we
interact treatment status with the school average
pretest score at baseline. The interaction term in



TABLE 3

Analytic Samples for Success for All 3—-5 (SFA) and Control Schools, Student Attrition, and Achieved Minimum

Detectable Effect (MDE) Sizes

Control

Student Attrition

Students St/Sch Schools Students St/Sch Treatment Control y*(df=1) p MDE

SFA
Cohort Year Schools
1 1 17 1197 70.4 18
1 2 13 874 67.2 13
1 3 11 562 51.1 14
2 1 17 1084 63.8 18
2 2 14 842 60.1 16

1223
869
789

1088
849

68.5 — — 15
66.8 323 354 1.15 28 .26
56.4 635 434 75.66 <.01 33
60.4 — — 19
53.1 242 239 0.04 .84 .32

these models can be interpreted as a test of
whether the treatment was more effective in
initially high- versus initially low-performing
schools. Our second supplemental analysis
focuses on the 1st year of the study, when we are
able to identify a longitudinal sample of stu-
dents with both fall pretest and spring posttest
observations. This allows us to repeat our main
Ist year analyses for the sample of students
reading at or above grade level at the beginning
of the study and for those reading below grade
level.

Results

Sample Attrition

We begin by assessing sample attrition
throughout the 3 years of the study. We focus on
the potential threat to the internal validity of the
randomized trial. Most important, if attrition is
systematically different between treatment and
control groups, then data losses may undermine
the baseline equivalence demonstrated above.
Specifically, we test whether treatment and con-
trol attrition were comparable in two ways.
First, corresponding to our main analyses, we
test whether the level of attrition of the upper
elementary students throughout the study dif-
fered between experimental groups. Second,
corresponding to our second supplemental anal-
ysis, we investigate attrition during the 1st year
of the study among students with valid pretest
measures.

Table 3 reports the sample sizes for the
GMRT outcome in both study cohorts and both
experimental conditions. There was a noticeable
drop in the number of cases for all groups between
the 1st and 2nd years of the study—between
20% and 30% across cohort and experimental

conditions—and an even more substantial drop
by the 3rd year. One component of overall attri-
tion is at the school level, which reflects both
school closures and non-compliance with test-
ing. School attrition is comparable between the
Success for All and control groups. For the pri-
mary cohort, 4 of 17 treatment schools and 5 of
18 control schools were lost, whereas for the
secondary cohort, 3 of 17 treatment schools and
2 of 18 control schools were lost. Neither differ-
ence is statistically significant, x*(1, N = 35) =
0.08, p = .77, and ¥*(1, N=35) = 0.31, p = .58,
respectively. The ratio of student records per
school indicates that there is also some student-
level attrition within schools between Year 1
and Year 2. Nonetheless, the chi-square tests
presented in Table 3 show that the overall attri-
tion in valid test scores from Year 1 to Year 2 is
statistically independent of treatment status for
both cohorts. In short, there is no evidence of
differential attrition in Year 2.

The outcome is different for the 3rd year of
the study, during which the primary student
cohort is expected to be in fifth grade. First,
school attrition is less balanced between treat-
ment and control groups (6 of 17 treatment, and
4 of 18 control), although this difference is not
statistically significant, ¥(1, N=135)=0.73,p =
.39. Second, overall student attrition (635 vs.
434) is different at any conventional level of
statistical significance, ¥*(1, N=1,691) = 75.66,
p < .01. These differences signal that the Year 3
student samples may no longer be comparable
and, therefore, that the Year 3 results should be
viewed with particular caution.

Attrition is also comparable between experi-
mental groups in the longitudinal 1st-year sam-
ple in both the primary (10.27% vs. 11.51%)
and secondary (12.67% vs. 12.93%) cohorts.
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Neither difference is statistically significant,
v(1, N=2,397) = 0.95, p = .33, and ¥*(1, N =
2,179) = 0.03, p = .86, respectively. We also
compared the baseline characteristics of students
lost over the course of the 1st year. The average
pretest scores of treatment and control attrition
samples were 443.97 and 443.25, respectively,
and not statistically different #(876) = 0.25, p =
.80, suggesting that attrition does not threaten
the internal validity of the treatment—control
comparison, at least with respect to baseline
equivalence on the pre-intervention measure of
the outcome. However, students clearly did not
leave the sample at random; leavers were lower
performing at baseline on average (GMRT =
443.61) than students who remained in the sam-
ple (GMRT = 456.24), #(-7.90), p < .01 (two-
tailed). Therefore, results generalize to a slightly
higher achieving sub-group of the entire sample.

In sum, sample attrition is a feature of the
national Success for All randomized trial and is
increasingly prevalent over time. Inferences will
therefore generalize directly to a population of
students who are somewhat higher achieving at
baseline than all students in the targeted schools.
However, attrition rates are similar to those expe-
rienced in the K-2 portion of the study, which
ranged from 12% to 43% (Borman et al., 2005a,
2005b, 2007), and the available evidence sug-
gests that attrition from both the treatment and
control schools is comparable and therefore does
not threaten the internal validity of the experi-
mental comparisons. The one exception is the
3rd year of data for the primary cohort, for which
significantly higher attrition among the treat-
ment group may signal non-comparable analytic
samples.

Program Impacts

The findings are relatively straightforward:
There is no evidence of a positive or negative
effect of the Success for All program on reading
performance in grades 3 through 5. Specific
results are presented as follows: Table 4 pro-
vides the results of the impact models, Table 5
displays possible Success for All interaction
effects with baseline school-level reading
scores, and Table 6 reports the results of the
subgroup analyses for Year 1 (students at grade
level vs. students below grade level).
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Table 4 shows that the impact estimates
across both cohorts in all 3 years are substan-
tively small, statistically non-significant, and of
inconsistent sign (3 positive, 2 negative).
Because the outcome variable has been stan-
dardized, treatment coefficients in Table 4 rep-
resent the estimated effect sizes for Success for
All. The magnitudes of the estimated effect
sizes, which range from d = —.08 to d = .07, do
not reach the threshold of a “small effect”
(Cohen, 1988). There is, therefore, no evidence
that the 3—5 Success for All schools differed
from the K—2 Success for All schools in terms of
upper elementary reading achievement.

In general, these null effects stand in contrast
to the positive impacts of Success for All
instruction in the earlier grades. Focusing on the
total impacts after 3 years, we find essentially
no effect in grades 3 through 5 (d = .02, SE =
.13). The comparable impacts in grades K
through 2 range from an effect size of d = .21
(SE = .09) in the Passage Comprehension
domain to an effect size of d = .36 (SE =.11) in
the Work Attack domain (Borman et al., 2007).
The magnitude of the differences between the
early grade K through 2 and later grade 3
through 5 impacts is substantial, ranging from
almost a fifth of a standard deviation (.19) to
over a third of a standard deviation (.34).
However, owing to the uncertainty in both esti-
mates, only the latter difference is statistically
significant (z = 2.0, p < .05).° On balance, the
pattern of evidence suggests that Success for All
instruction in grades 3 through 5 (absent earlier
exposure) is less effective, relative to business
as usual, than Success for All instruction in
grades K through 2.

Table 5 presents the results of models that
allow the effect of Success for All to interact
with the school mean pretest. There is no dis-
cernible trend in the treatment effect by pretest
score. If anything, the sign of the interaction
term (negative in 4 out of 5 cohort-year combi-
nations) suggests that the program is slightly
more effective for schools with initially low-
performing students, but the results do not reach
conventional levels of statistical significance in
any case. Overall, the Success for All program
is not systematically more or less effective for
students in grades 3 to 5 at lower or higher per-
forming schools. We reach the same conclusion
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based on lIst-year samples, for which we can
identify individual students who were reading at
or below grade level prior to Success for All
implementation (see Table 6). The effects of the
program are effectively null among both groups
of students in both cohorts.

Discussion

This article provides a unique experimental
evaluation of the effectiveness of the Success
for All reading instructional program in grades
3 through 5. In summary, we found neither a
positive nor a negative effect of the instruction
on student reading achievement in the upper
elementary grades. We found similarly null
effects on literacy outcomes for students arriv-
ing in third grade at or below grade level. Since
these results are based on a sample of students
and schools without prior participation in the
program, they do not directly test the intended
implementation of grade 3-5 instruction after
the K—2 curriculum.® Nonetheless, these results
do speak directly to practical and substantive
issues relating to the Success for All program
and literacy instruction in the later grades.

The most important practical implication of
these results is that Success for All may not be
beneficial for students who are not exposed to
the program before third grade. This is signifi-
cant because student mobility leads many stu-
dents to have just such limited exposure to
school-based reform initiatives (Kerbow, 1996).
Almost half of all students in the United States
move schools at least once between kindergar-
ten and third grade, with the highest rates of
mobility among poor, minority, and low-achiev-
ing students (Burkam et al., 2009; Hanushek,
Kain, & Rivkin, 2004). This suggests that
mobility and variable exposure are especially
relevant for the schools that typically adopt the
Success for All program. The national experi-
mental trial highlights these realities, both in
terms of student demographics (Table 1) and in
the fact that 32% of students were “in-movers”
to the school prior to third grade (Borman et al.,
2007). Our results suggest that the Success for
All instructional approach will not particularly
benefit the students who arrive at a school in the
upper elementary grades. Although Success for
All instruction seems to be no worse than the
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alternative, educators and policymakers need to
explore more effective strategies to promote
stronger impacts for this important policy group.

The results also speak to the efficacy of the
bundle of instructional strategies employed by
Success for All in the later elementary grades.
Most notable, the Reading Wings approach is
explicitly structured around the prior CIRC pro-
gram, which emphasizes cooperative learning as
a pedagogical technique to promote reading
comprehension skills (Slavin, 1995). It inte-
grates cooperative classroom interactions with
periods of direct instruction, student incentives,
and regular classroom assessment. Moreover,
Success for All’s combination of prescribed cur-
ricular materials and organizational supports
helps teachers to implement these reforms suc-
cessfully in the classroom (Rowan, Camburn, &
Barnes, 2004). In other words, the Success for
All case in the upper elementary grades repre-
sents a well-resourced and coordinated attempt
to implement cooperative learning pedagogy.
Although we cannot identify the effectiveness
of individual program components, the null
results suggest that this cooperative learning
approach per se may not represent an improve-
ment over typical instruction in these settings.
Our interaction results also imply that the grade
3-5 program is not differentially effective for
students at and below grade level.

In light of the previous evidence of positive
benefits of Success for All instruction in the
early grades (Borman et al., 2007), the current
results provide the most rigorous evidence to
date that the benefits of Success for All depend
on early exposure to the program. Although
previous research finds substantial positive ben-
efits of the program overall that persist into
middle school (Borman & Hewes, 2002),
Success for All devotes a majority of resources
to the early grades, and one observational study
suggests that positive impacts are limited to the
early grades (Venezky, 1998). The current
results provide more direct evidence that pro-
gram benefits depend on early exposure, since
instructional intervention beginning in third
grade is no better or worse for later elementary
students. It is possible that the current method-
ology understates the impacts of the full Success
for All program, to the extent that schoolwide
components (which affected all participants in



the study) are beneficial. However, the fact that
these impacts are substantially lower than those
in the K-2 portion of the study (based on
exactly the same methodology) is strong evi-
dence that the design of the Success for All
program leads to different consequences for
students in different grades.

One limitation of the current design is that it
cannot definitively explain why Success for All
success depends on early exposure. There are
several plausible explanations. First, Success
for All may be uniquely effective in the early
grades by concentrating instructional resources
there, in line with a program philosophy stress-
ing the prevention and early remediation of lit-
eracy problems. One of the most prominent, and
costly, components of the program is the supple-
mental one-on-one tutoring provided to strug-
gling readers, typically 20 minutes per day (in
addition to 90 minutes of regular reading
instruction), which is offered only in the early
grades. If this extra instructional time is a key
ingredient in Success for All’s overall success,
then its absence in the upper elementary grades
would suggest lower effectiveness there, which
would be consistent with our results.

Conversely, the instructional sequencing of
Success for All may explain the importance of
early exposure. The Success for All reading
program in kindergarten and first grade empha-
sizes the development of language skills and
launches students into reading using phoneti-
cally regular storybooks and instruction that
focuses on phonemic awareness, auditory dis-
crimination, and sound blending. The theoreti-
cal and practical importance of this approach for
the beginning reader is supported by the strong
consensus among researchers that phonemic
awareness is the best single predictor of reading
ability, not just in the early grades (Ehri &
Wilce, 1980, 1985; Perfetti, Beck, Bell, &
Hughes, 1987) but throughout the school years
(Calfee, Lindamood, & Lindamood, 1973;
Shankweiler et al., 1995). As this awareness is
the major causal factor in early reading progress
(Adams, 1990), appropriate interventions tar-
geted to develop the skill hold considerable
promise for helping students develop broader
reading skills in both the short and long term.
Since such fundamental skills are uniquely
emphasized in early Success for All instruction
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(Correnti & Rowan, 2007), students may not be
able to develop these skills sufficiently when
they experience only the upper elementary por-
tions of the program. This scenario would be
consistent with the possibility that Success for
All instruction in the later grades may have a
greater impact for students with previous expo-
sure to the program.

Finally, we stress that it is difficult to draw
conclusions about the effectiveness of Success
for All for students in grades 3 through 5 who
do receive the intended earlier exposure, which
requires extrapolation beyond the experimental
contrast considered here. To the extent that the
program is uniquely effective in the early
grades, this highlights the priority of exposing
as many students as possible to it early, since
the benefits may follow students who receive
early exposure and then leave (Venezky, 1998).
A corollary is that implementing the instruc-
tional program in the later grades may not be
necessary to achieve the demonstrated long-
term benefits of the program. In other words,
the achievement benefits of the Reading Wings
program may be null. Educators and policy-
makers should weigh this information along
with other costs and benefits in specific cir-
cumstances. For instance, our results imply
that the Reading Wings instructional program
is no less effective than the likely alternative,
and there may be other benefits to schoolwide
implementation (aside from the fact that it is
generally packaged as such), such as staff
coordination, coherence of school mission, and
consistent schoolwide collaboration and pro-
fessional development across all grades and
teachers. In addition, the marginal cost of
implementing Success for All instruction in
grades 3 through 5 is likely quite low (Borman
& Hewes, 2002).

More generally, the Success for All case
illustrates the challenges associated with pro-
viding effective instruction in the later elemen-
tary grades. Despite the previous evidence of
program benefits overall, the results of the
national randomized trial do not offer such evi-
dence for the impacts of the instructional
approach in the later elementary grades. Our
results suggest that greater attention to the later
grades will be necessary to produce similarly
positive impacts there.
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Notes

1. Throughout this article, we refer to kindergarten,
first grade, and second grade as early elementary grades
and grades three, four, and five as later elementary
grades. This is an intuitive and pragmatic distinction.

2. There were six schools recruited in the pilot
phase of the national trial that were randomized to
either full Success for All implementation or no
Success for All exposure conditions. These schools
are not included in the present study.

3. The schools randomized to the grade 3—5 condi-
tion did not have the Reading Roots program or
tutors, as these are services typically reserved for
students in grades K-2. However, in typical Success
for All implementations, low-achieving grade 3-5
students, including in-movers, can be targeted for
supplemental tutoring or could be placed in the
Reading Roots program if necessary. Without tutors
or the Reading Roots program, of course, such ser-
vices were not available to students in grades 3-5. In
this sense, the potential impacts of the grade 3-5
intervention may be underestimated.

4. There are plausible a priori explanations for
any interaction result. For instance, in line with
Success for All’s focus on low-achieving students,
the cooperative learning component and other aspects
of the program may be most beneficial to students
among third to fifth graders below grade level.
However, if instruction takes for granted some mas-
tery of the content and skills stressed in the early
curriculum, it may be best suited to fostering liter-
acy for those reading at grade level. Finally, the
program may be equally effective for both types of
students.

5. The fact that we cannot reject the null despite
substantial differences between early and late impacts
indicates low power for detecting differences between
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the two studies. However, in post hoc power analyses
(available upon request), we did confirm that the 3-5
study itself was sufficiently powered to detect effects
of the magnitude of the K-2 estimates.

6. Note that the current results do apply to the
impact of Success for All instruction in later grades if
impacts are the same for students with and without
previous exposure, including if the impacts are the
same for all students. Our interaction results provide
preliminary support for this possibility, since the
experimental impacts did not differ by prior reading
achievement, but a more complete assessment lies
outside the scope of this article.
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