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Abstract

This independent evaluation of 2 commonly used
approaches for accelerating reading achievement
and reducing inappropriate special education re-
ferrals, Success for All (SFA) and Open Court,
was conducted in 12 Title I schools in a large
urban district in northern California. To compare
the effects of these approaches, we collected data
on 936 grade 2 and 3 students over 2 years and
5,694 K through 6 students over 3 years to de-
termine academic and special education enroll-
ment outcomes, respectively. Results supported
the prediction that students who used Open
Court would outperform those who used SFA on
mean SAT9 scores in reading and language but
not the prediction that SFA would help students
in the bottom quartile of SAT9 score higher or
reduce demand for special education services
more than Open Court. Neither Open Court nor
SFA was associated with reductions in special
education enrollment rates, except in Title I
schools with the least poverty. A follow-up sur-
vey of 17 teachers and an analysis of lesson pac-
ing plans suggested why the teachers saw Open
Court as superior on academic outcomes and
SFA on social outcomes.

In the past decade, in relatively rapid suc-
cession, Congress has supported two quite
different approaches to improving reading
achievement in low-income, low-achieving
schools. Goals of both sets of reform efforts
include (a) combining better-quality read-
ing instruction with improved systems for
ongoing assessment of student progress
and (b) provision of interventions for strug-
gling readers (typically via small-group in-
struction). Either explicitly or implicitly, the
approaches described in the legislation ar-
gue that their implementation will result in
fewer students from low-income families
being inappropriately referred for special
education services in reading.
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The Comprehensive School Reform
Demonstration Program Act of 1998 (CSRD,
1998) provided fiscal incentives for low-
achieving schools to adopt whole-school re-
form models with proven effectiveness.
Three years later, Congress enacted the No
Child Left Behind Act (P.L. 107-110, 2001);
a major part of this legislation was Reading
First. Though the goals of Reading First are
similar to those of CSRD, their modus op-
erandi is different and reflects the effects of
two syntheses of research on early reading
(National Reading Panel, 2000; Snow,
Burns, & Griffin, 1998). Rather than adop-
tion of a school-wide system for teaching
reading, language arts, and mathematics,
Reading First requires schools to use the
empirical knowledge base on reading in-
struction in its operation. This research
base, provided to teachers through ongoing
professional development, should be used
to guide selection of core reading curricula.
In addition, schools are mandated to use
valid, reliable screening and progress moni-
toring to discern which students require in-
tensive early intervention and to provide
such intervention.

Whereas Reading First focuses on use of
the scientific knowledge base on beginning
reading to guide instruction, CSRD stresses
better functioning of each school as an or-
ganization geared toward instructional im-
provement. Although in practice there is
considerable overlap between the two ap-
proaches, there is a significant difference in
emphasis. CSRD focuses on the school as a
system, whereas Reading First, although
not ignoring that change needs to be sys-
tematic, highlights the importance of
teacher knowledge of research and use of
curricula for both instruction and intensive
intervention that are based on research. In
a sense, these models for school improve-
ment reflect a shift from what was called a
management emphasis in the 1990s (Amer-
ican Institutes for Research, 1999) to a cur-
ricular emphasis in the 2000s.

The school-wide programs noted in
CSRD emphasize classroom and school

management of instruction (e.g., use of
progress-monitoring systems, use of coop-
erative learning groups, flexible groupings
across classrooms, no-fault decision mak-
ing). Among these models are Success for
All, the Comer Process, and Accelerated
Schools programs. These management
models (American Institutes for Research,
1999; Cook, Hunt, & Murphy, 2000) typi-
cally restructure critical aspects of schooling
but leave the selection of reading curricula
to the schools.

Each state has approached Reading First
somewhat differently, but all states have de-
veloped criteria for adoption of core read-
ing curricula in the primary grades. Cali-
fornia has been the most directive, allowing
schools to implement only one of two read-
ing curricula, both of which were consid-
ered to best represent contemporary re-
search findings.

Given that the more systemic approaches
have been advocated for much of the past 20
years (Fullan, 1991; Rowan, Bossert, &
Dwyer, 1983), school administrators and fac-
ulty have been left to ponder which ap-
proach to instructional improvement (man-
agement or curricular) will be the best
vehicle for improving reading achievement
and the costs and benefits of each approach.
District administrators also need to consider
what evidence there is to support either ap-
proach as a long-term strategy for improve-
ment of district-wide reading achievement
and/or whether a reasonable combination of
the two can be designed and adopted.

This was a dilemma the Sacramento City
Schools faced in the late 1990s. To collect
evidence on this issue, the district decided
to try two approaches and allow an inde-
pendent evaluation of their effects. The pro-
grams selected were among the most pop-
ular exemplars of each approach. The first
was Success for All (SFA), a school-wide
program that emphasizes use of progress-
monitoring systems to guide instruction
and instructional placements, small class
size for reading instruction, intensive early
intervention for struggling readers, and use
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of cooperative learning principles. The cur-
ricular approach was Open Court Reading,
a curriculum that attempts to incorporate
principles from contemporary scientific re-
search on reading. Unlike SFA, Open Court
relies extensively on whole-class instruc-
tion, although it does allow teachers to
work for a certain length of time during the
school day with small groups of students
who are struggling. In California, Open
Court has benefited from a reduced class
size of 20 students, in grades K through 3
statewide, since fall 1998. Thus, SFA em-
phasizes reorganization of instructional
delivery, whereas Open Court focuses on
curriculum structure and contemporary
reading research.

Nature of the Independent
Evaluation
Greenberg and Walberg (1998) noted that
both first-party evaluations, conducted by
model developers and their colleagues, and
second-party evaluations, funded by model
developers, create potential conflicts of in-
terest and may be subject to bias. Therefore,
Walberg and Greenberg (1999) called for
more third-party (disinterested, indepen-
dent) evaluations of reform models to en-
sure more objective conclusions and rec-
ommendations.

Both the SFA Foundation and California
Reading Initiative provided the first author
with equal hours of free in-service training
in Success for All and Open Court, respec-
tively. However, this study was funded en-
tirely by the Office of Research and Funded
Projects at California State University,
which has been the first author’s sole affil-
iation since 1972. Because neither author
has any affiliation with either SFA or Open
Court, financial or otherwise, and neither
has ever served as a colleague, classmate,
employee, employer, contractor, or student
of the developers of SRA or Open Court, we
consider this an independent, third-party
evaluation. Because of our interest in low-
performing students in poverty schools, we
intentionally conducted separate analyses

of reading achievement on standardized
tests for average students and those in the
bottom quartile (i.e., those considered at
risk of reading failure).

Overview of the Two Programs
Success for All
The visibility and widespread use of the

Success for All program (Slavin & Madden,
2001) is difficult to refute. A total of 1,500
U.S. schools had adopted SFA by 2000
(Slavin & Madden, 2000). Among the 4,648
schools funded by CSRD, SFA was the pro-
gram most funded, with 431 schools in 2002
(Southwest Educational Demonstration
Laboratory, 2003). Historically, SFA, which
began in the Baltimore schools in 1987, is
the first replicable, transportable, school-
wide reading reform model developed for
Title I schools in the United States. As
shown below, the training, manuals, tech-
nical assistance, and program monitoring
provided by the SFA Foundation in Balti-
more standardize the materials, lessons,
and instructional practices nationwide. SFA
has served as the model for the CSRD Act
and for how to make other school-wide re-
forms transportable.

Unique components. A distinguishing
feature of SFA is that students are grouped
homogeneously by reading skills (across
classrooms and grades) for 90 minutes of
reading/language arts instruction daily, in
reading classes of 20–25 students taught
outside their homerooms. Students are
grouped (and regrouped when appropri-
ate) based on scores on curriculum-based
progress tests. Smaller class size is achieved
by use of reading specialists and Title I per-
sonnel who teach the 90-minute reading
classes each morning and provide tutorial
services the rest of the day; each student’s
progress is assessed every 8 weeks, with
individual reading tutors assigned to stu-
dents who are behind. (SFA students re-
ceive writing instruction outside their 90-
minute reading classes.)

Adoption of SFA requires an 80% vote of
approval by the faculty to ensure “buy-in.”
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SFA prescribes the core reading curriculum
only for grades K and 1; the school selects
any commercial reading curriculum it pre-
fers for grades 2 through 6. Use of coopera-
tive learning is a key teaching strategy, and
a family support team encourages parent in-
volvement regarding problems with atten-
dance, behavior, eyesight, or homework.

Training and technical assistance during
implementation are provided by SFA con-
sultants from a regional SFA office. A school
program facilitator provides ongoing men-
toring, counseling, and materials for teach-
ers. New teachers receive 3 days of training,
and new schools three implementation vis-
its during year 1 and two visits in year 2.
Regional staff observe program fidelity
across classrooms, provide feedback, and
secure improvements.

Supporting evidence. In a review of the
evaluation research on SFA, Slavin and Mad-
den (2001) reported (a) mean reading gains
averaging 0.5 grade equivalents more per
year than each of the control grades 1–5, (b)
reading effect size gains for students in the
bottom quartile more than twice the mean
SFA effect size gains, and (c) a reduction in
special education placements of up to 50%,
relative to comparison schools.

The data were from multisite, replicated
evaluations involving more than 6,000 stu-
dents in 12 large metropolitan areas at each
grade level who began SFA by grade 1 be-
tween 1988 and 1999. Students in both the
SFA and matched comparison schools were
given individually administered standard-
ized tests such as the Woodcock Reading
Mastery Test (WRMT). Slavin and Madden
(2001) reported that effect sizes on mean per-
formance averaged .5 standard deviations
across grade levels. They noted, “consis-
tently, effect sizes for students in the lowest
25% of their grades were particularly posi-
tive, ranging from 1.03 in first grade to 1.68
in grade four. Again, cohort-level analysis
found statistically significant differences fa-
voring low achievers in SFA” (at all levels)
(p. 278).

Prior evaluations. Independent evalua-
tions of SFA provided mixed results in stud-

ies of implementation in Charleston, SC
(Jones, Gottfredson, & Gottfredson, 1997)
and Baltimore schools (Venezky, 1998). Ve-
nezky’s (1998) independent evaluation in-
dicated that SFA students scored signifi-
cantly better than matched comparison
group students, yet only 12.5% of the SFA
students read at or above grade level as
measured by standardized achievement
tests after 6 years in the program. Jones et
al. (1997) showed that, although SFA stu-
dents scored significantly higher than
matched controls in kindergarten on letter-
word identification and word attack on the
WRMT, their scores were significantly
lower than those of matched comparison
students on the grade 1 SAT.

Slavin and Madden (2001) presented
data demonstrating a strong positive rela-
tion between the fidelity of a school’s SFA
program implementation and reading out-
comes and argued that, when SFA imple-
mentation is erratic, results can be mixed.
They also argued that effects are stronger in
mature implementations because it often
takes teachers several years to master new
approaches to teaching. Data from several
sites have supported this assertion (Hall &
Hord, 2001).

Critics have called for more indepen-
dent third-party evaluations of SFA to re-
solve these issues (Walberg & Greenberg,
1999). In addition, studies should focus on
schools provided with reasonable imple-
mentation support and those in which im-
plementation is assessed systematically
(Charters & Jones, 1974; Gersten, Baker, &
Lloyd, 2000; Shadish, Cook, & Campbell,
2002). Finally, effect sizes can and do vary
depending on the nature of the comparison
group (Gersten, 1985; Hoskyn & Swanson,
2000). Therefore, we compared SFA with
another potentially powerful early reading
intervention that includes professional de-
velopment.

Open Court
The Open Court Reading Program was

developed in 1962; however, in the early



READING ACHIEVEMENT 393

1990s the first- and second-grade material
was revised by Marilyn Adams, based on
the findings of her recently completed syn-
thesis of research on learning to read
(Adams, 1990). In 1996 reading researchers
supplemented and reformatted Open Court
to strengthen the use of comprehension
strategies in this program that already em-
phasized decoding. Open Court received a
good deal of attention after the publication
of a large-scale research study by Foor-
man, Francis, Fletcher, Schatschneider, and
Mehta (1998). The purpose of this study,
which was conducted in the Houston
schools, was to contrast explicit with im-
plicit phonics and phonemic awareness in-
struction; yet, upon its release, much atten-
tion was focused on the explicit phonics
curriculum that yielded superior outcomes.
At that time, Open Court was one of a small
number of reading series that emphasized
explicit phonics and phonemic awareness.
Publication of the Foorman article was a
factor in district adoptions of Open Court
in other urban areas (e.g., Sacramento, Bal-
timore, Los Angeles, and Long Beach [Hel-
fand, 2000]).

Unique components. Open Court is a
comprehensive elementary reading program
for grades K through 6. In the primary
grades, the program makes no assumptions
about students’ prior knowledge. Phonemic
and print awareness and an understanding
of the alphabetic principle are taught sys-
tematically. The program provides system-
atic instruction in the areas of decoding,
comprehension, inquiry, investigation, writ-
ing, spelling, vocabulary, grammar, usage,
mechanics, penmanship, listening, and
speaking (SRA/McGraw Hill, 1996, 2000).

In the current study, the district used the
1996 version of the curriculum, Open Court
Collections for Young Scholars. The series
involved 2 hours of whole-class instruction
daily followed by 30 minutes of small-
group instruction and/or independent
work.

Supporting evidence. To date, there are
few independent evaluations of Open

Court in the professional literature. The ex-
ceptions are the study by Foorman et al.
(1998) and one by Westat (2001) in Balti-
more. Foorman et al. (1998) reported that
students taught with explicit, systematic
phonics (Open Court) performed better
than those using embedded phonics (a
researcher-developed program), which was
superior to implicit phonics (whole lan-
guage) reading programs, on standardized
achievement tests in grades 1 and 2. How-
ever, Foorman et al. (1998) used word rec-
ognition rather than comprehension of con-
nected text as their primary outcome
measure. Furthermore, the comparison con-
ditions were relatively weak and untested
in the field (in the case of embedded phon-
ics) or conceptually weak in terms of the re-
search literature (in the case of whole lan-
guage).

Westat (2001) conducted an indepen-
dent evaluation for the Maryland Depart-
ment of Education of the 3-year adoption of
Open Court in 102 Baltimore city schools, in
grades K through 2. Mean second-grade
scores improved from a normal curve
equivalent (NCE) of 38 to 42 to 45 from
spring 1999 to 2000 to 2001. This is equiva-
lent to effect size (d) growth of .33, an effect
that is considered moderate to small. Dur-
ing the same period, however, the statewide
growth was 6 NCEs. Thus, Westat (2001)
concluded they had no evidence that read-
ing growth with Open Court was signifi-
cantly different from that obtained with
other reading programs. Yet, they were
aware that the population in Baltimore was
among the neediest in the state. In addition,
Open Court was the only reading program
in the district associated with consistent stu-
dent improvement in 2001. Also, no statis-
tical analysis of the data was included, and
different reading curricula were used above
grade 2, which precluded inferences about
program effects.

McRae (2002) reported more positive
findings for Open Court in California. He
evaluated 293 schools that adopted Open
Court in 1998 and followed their progress
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relative to that of randomly matched con-
trol schools with similar demographics for
3 years. Three-year gain scores showed that
Open Court schools outperformed non–
Open Court schools 50% to 75% in grades 2
and 3 on the SAT9 test, with the largest dif-
ferences among low-socioeconomic-status
schools. Although the McCrae (2002) eval-
uation is encouraging, it has not been
subjected to peer review, does not include
statistical analysis of the data, and is con-
sidered a second-party evaluation due to
publisher sponsorship.

We believe the differing findings from
the Baltimore (Westat, 2001) and California
(McRae, 2002) evaluations are due to differ-
ences in fidelity of program implementa-
tion. The majority of California Open Court
schools received extra funding from the
Hewlett-Packard Foundation to ensure pre-
service training and weekly classroom su-
pervision from a reading coach (McCrae,
2002). In the Westat (2001) study, only
about 52% of Baltimore teachers received
“training . . . in the new reading curricu-
lum” (p. 59).

Purpose of the Study
As we noted, Walberg and Greenberg (1999)
called for more third-party evaluations of
education-reform models in general, and
SFA in particular. The study reported in this
article was designed as an independent
evaluation of these two widely advocated
approaches for improving reading achieve-
ment. One reason we compared the two
reading programs (SFA and Open Court) as
packaged by their developers and enhanced
by state practices is that schools generally
want to know what the outcomes are when
such programs are implemented as devel-
oped and/or supplemented. There is also a
growing demand for programs to provide
unbiased, scientific evidence of their perfor-
mance in the field as called for by the What
Works Clearinghouse of the U.S. Depart-
ment of Education (2005). Hence, we com-
pared these two programs, although daily
time allocations of the programs are not

closely matched in the Sacramento City
Unified School District (SCUSD).

This district seemed an excellent venue
for such a comparative evaluation because it
(a) simultaneously implemented both read-
ing programs district-wide in the fall of 1997,
(b) pretested all students in fall 1997 before
implementation; and (c) obtained funding
for reading coaches in all elementary schools
for both approaches; and (d) schools in the
evaluation sample achieved implementation
typical of developer-supervised sites on
measures designed by program developers.
Also, (e) because all 59 elementary schools
used one of the two programs, we were able
to find closely matched comparison schools.

Method
Design
We primarily used a quasi-experimental

design, with two samples of schools care-
fully matched on demographics and prior
reading achievement. Data were analyzed
separately in each of two cohorts starting
with reading programs at the second- (Co-
hort 1) and third-grade levels (Cohort 2)
over 2 years for students with both mean
and lowest-quartile scores on standardized
tests. We also examined special education
enrollment rates per school in grades K
through 6 for schools using the two models
over a 3-year period. Two years after data
collection, a follow-up teacher survey was
conducted to compare the perceptions of a
subset of 17 teachers, who were trained and
experienced in both SFA and Open Court,
on the most effective components of each
reading reform. Because by fall of 1997 all
59 SCUSD elementary schools had been
mandated to adopt SFA or Open Court as
part of the initiation of district-wide re-
forms, we could not find a set of schools to
serve as a pure control group.

Our analyses had three objectives and
predictions. The first was a comparison of
achievement growth in reading and lan-
guage on a standardized group achievement
test. We also were interested in whether
program outcomes for students in the low-



READING ACHIEVEMENT 395

est quartile of each school were stronger or
weaker than those for the whole school
population. Third, we looked at the effect of
both reading programs on special education
enrollment rates school-wide. We predicted
that Open Court would excel on the first
objective and SFA on the second and third
objectives because of Open Court’s curric-
ulum focus and SFA’s homogeneous group-
ing, cooperative learning, and tutoring em-
phases. Note, however, that in objective 3
we were limited to an interrupted time-se-
ries design. This design reveals only asso-
ciational, not causal, relations. Objective 3
has been retained because of the increasing
interest, under NCLB and Reading First, in
whether models for improving classroom
reading also reduce the rate of special edu-
cation placements in the learning disabili-
ties category.

Participants
We ranked all 59 SCUSD regular ele-

mentary schools on the district’s Title I pov-
erty criteria: (percentage free and reduced-
price lunch plus percentage on AFDC [Aid
to Families with Dependent Children] / 2).
Each of the four SFA schools was matched
with the two Open Court schools ranked
just above and below it on the Title I pov-
erty criteria. (One of the five SFA schools in
SCUSD was excluded because it began
reading reforms in fall 1995, 2 years early,
giving it an unfair advantage.) The schools
selected ranged from 58% to 86% on district
poverty criteria. The three samples drawn
from these 12 schools were the (1) academic
outcomes sample (N � 936, grades 2 and
3), (2) special education enrollment sample
(N � 5,694, grades K–6), and (3) follow-up
teacher survey sample (N � 17, grades 1–6
teachers in four SFA schools that converted
to Open Court after 2000). Each sample is
described in the Academic Outcomes Sam-
ple and/or Measures sections below.

Academic outcomes sample. This stu-
dent reading sample consisted of 936
second- (Cohort 1) and third-grade (Cohort
2) students continuously enrolled in the 12

schools studied from fall 1997 through
spring 1999. Students in grades K and 1
were not included in the study because they
were not routinely tested at that time. Also,
data collection was limited to 2 years due
to annual average cumulative student mo-
bility (15%) and missed tests (6%) increas-
ing sample attrition to unacceptable levels.

ITBS at pretest: The mean NCE Reading
Total pretest scores on the Iowa Tests of Ba-
sic Skills (ITBS) for the four SFA and eight
Open Court schools were 35.9 and 30.1, and
standard deviations were 22.0 and 16.4, re-
spectively, when data from grades 2 and 3
were combined. The difference of 5.8 NCE
scores had an effect size (d) of .30 in favor
of the SFA group. Consequently, we used
analysis of covariance to statistically equate
the SFA and Open Court samples.

English proficiency: The mean percent-
ages of students in each of the four SFA and
eight Open Court schools, labeled English
language learners (ELLs) in spring 1999
(California Department of Education, 1999),
were 38.0% and 42.4%, respectively, with a
mean difference of 4.4%. This difference fa-
vored SFA with a lower ELL rate. However,
a t-test of this difference was not significant
(t � 0.37, df � 10; p � .72). The effect size
(d) of the difference was quite small, .014,
indicating no practical differences on En-
glish proficiency.

Sample attrition: We removed 29% of the
cases where students tested in fall 1997
were not enrolled for either of the two post-
tests. This action removed students who
had either moved into or out of a treatment
(SFA) or comparison (Open Court) school
during the study. We also excluded an ad-
ditional 12% of the students who were ab-
sent on any day of the three test adminis-
trations and were not provided with an
additional testing occasion. The mean stu-
dent attrition rates over 2 years for the SFA
and Open Court schools, respectively, were
identical at 41% each. These are moderate
attrition levels for most urban schools in
our experience. The mean NCE pretest
reading achievement scores for excluded
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SFA and Open Court students were 18.3
and 19.7, with standard deviations of 19.3
and 19.1, respectively. A t-test of the differ-
ence between means (t � .94, df � 676; p �
.35, ns) ruled out sample bias between the
reading achievement scores of SFA and
Open Court students removed from the
sample.

However, the SFA and Open Court
means on the pretest for the general popu-
lation prior to subject attrition (N � 1,614)
were significantly lower than the sample
means after removal (28.49 vs. 35.87 with d
� �.33, and 25.74 vs. 30.09 with d � �.25,
for the population and sample means
within the four SFA and eight Open Court
schools, respectively). This does not affect
sample bias, but it does prohibit generaliza-
tion of results from the more mobile and ab-
sent students.

Grade-level retention: Including retained
students in year 2 of a study has been
shown to inflate the bottom 20% of test
scores (Maddahian, 2002). In addition, if re-
tention rates differ between samples, results
will differentially inflate sample test scores.
Thus, to prevent bias, we removed all retai-
nees, which averaged only 2%, across the
reading population. It is interesting to note
that, first, a disproportionate number of re-
tainees (21 of 34, 62%) fell in the bottom
quartile of the study sample; and, second,
in the bottom quartile, there was a dispro-
portionate number of retainees in the Open
Court schools (i.e., 17 of 21, 81% [vs. 67%]
and 4 of 21, 19% [vs. 33%] in the eight Open
Court and four SFA schools, respectively).
We attribute this trend to SFA’s homoge-
neous skill grouping across grade levels
during reading periods, which accommo-
dates low achievers. Fortunately, retention
removal prevented bias here, which would
have favored the Open Court schools. The
final reading sample size, after purging all
“leavers,” “absentees,” and “retainees,” was
936 of 1,648, or 57% of the original student
population.

Teacher characteristics and teacher-pupil
ratios. Approximately 110 grade 2, 3, and 4

teachers participated in this study from fall
1997 to spring 1999 (36 teachers in the four
SFA and 74 teachers in the eight Open Court
schools). We compared teachers in the two
sets of schools on several commonly used in-
dicators of teacher quality to see if they dif-
fered significantly across reforms: (a) teach-
ing experience, (b) certification status, and
(c) formal education. If so, these factors
could confound the results of reading re-
forms with those due to teacher characteris-
tics. In addition, we examined the teacher-
to-pupil ratios in the two sets of schools. We
used DataQuest (California Department of
Education, 1998) to access the information
for the 1997–1998 school year.

There was no significant difference in
teaching experience (t � .70, df � 10; p �
42, ns). Teachers in both sets of schools were
fairly experienced; respective means were
13.8 years for SFA and 10.25 for Open
Court. Credential status was coded: full cre-
dential (with student teaching) � 3, emer-
gency or intern credential (without student
teaching) � 2, no credential/waiver � 1.
Mean credential status in fall 1997 was vir-
tually identical for the two samples: 2.87 for
SFA and 2.89 for Open Court (t � -.6, df �
8.6; p �.58, ns). These data indicated that
between 11% and 13% of the teachers were
on emergency licenses; the rest were fully
certified. Mean educational level was coded
doctorate � 5, MA � 30 hours coursework
� 4, MA � 3, BA � 30 hours � 2, BA �
1. Again, differences were not significant.
Mean education level was 2.23 for SFA and
2.14 for Open Court teachers (t � .53, df �
10; p � .61, ns). Comparisons of teacher-to-
pupil ratios in 1997–1998 were 1 to 21.5 in
SFA classrooms and 1 to 22.5 in Open Court
classrooms (t � .83, df � 10; p � .42, ns).
None of these teacher characteristics or
teacher-pupil ratios was significantly differ-
ent across the treatment samples. However,
where there were differences, they tended
to favor the SFA schools.

Measures
Academic outcomes. The academic out-

come measures were the Reading and Lan-
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guage subtests of the Stanford Achievement
Test, 9th edition (SAT9) from spring 1998
and 1999. Again, we included the SAT9 lan-
guage subtests to assess transfer of reading
effects to total language (mechanics, usage,
content, and organization) on the SAT9
(Harcourt Brace, 1996).

Special education services demands. For
the analysis of special education outcomes,
we used the total K through 6 enrollment of
5,694 students in 1998 across the 12 schools.
We had the SCUSD special education divi-
sion tabulate the number of students during
each school each year who had (a) initial
psychological services reports, (b) initial
placements in special education learning
disability (LD) classes or resource pro-
grams, and (c) official enrollment in the
school’s special education resource pro-
gram. This search covered the 5- to 6-year
period between fall 1994 (or 1995 for c only)
and spring 2000. A 2- to 3-year baseline be-
fore the programs began was compared
with a 3-year intervention period after pro-
grams began. For example, special educa-
tion resource program enrollment as a per-
centage of school enrollment included all K
through 6 students assigned to the resource
program (for mild disabilities) in each
school, divided by the total school enroll-
ment. The percentages before and after the
onset of reading reforms were then com-
pared to assess possible treatment effects in
an interrupted time-series design.

Follow-up survey of teachers experi-
enced in both SFA and Open Court. In fall
2002, 2 years after completion of this eval-
uation, the first author returned to the dis-
trict to survey a subset of teachers who had
by that time been trained and taught in both
the SFA and Open Court programs. This
survey assessed teachers’ perceptions of
seven variables: (1) characteristics of respon-
dents, (2) school progress, (3) time alloca-
tions, (4) management strategies, (5) lesson
presentation techniques, (6) curriculum
structure, and (7) implementation support.
The survey concluded with four open-
ended questions on teachers’ opinions re-

garding (8) significant program differences,
and causes of (9) academic, (10) special
education, and (11) social outcomes. The
purpose was to obtain teachers’ insights
into which components of the two reading
programs (SFA and Open Court) were
more responsible for differences in the ac-
ademic and special education outcomes
determined earlier (and any unmeasured
outcomes). (See the Follow-up Teacher
Survey results in Skindrud & Gersten,
2005, App. B.)

Implementation
Success for All. The materials and

guidelines for instruction in grades 1, and 2
through 4, respectively, used in the SFA
classrooms in the Sacramento City Schools
from 1997–2000, the span of this study, can
be found under Reading Roots (grade 1),
and Reading Wings (grades 2–4) in Slavin,
Madden, Dolan, and Wasik (1996, chap. 2).
The professional development procedures
and the roles of the school SFA facilitator
and the regional consultants in maintaining
program integrity are also outlined in
Slavin et al. (1996, chap. 7), as are the SFA
tutoring procedures (chap. 3). The visiting
SFA consultants’ observed rates of imple-
mentation fidelity in the four SCUSD SFA
schools were then compared to the national
norms for “total average” implementation
of SFA, as explained under “SFA Fidelity”
below and described in Skindrud and Ger-
sten (2005, App. C).

Both the Roots and Wings levels of the
SFA program require teachers to provide
“additional writing instruction . . . outside
of the 90-minute reading block using SFA
writing or a comparable program” (SFA Im-
plementation Visit Record Form pp. 11 and
16, SFA Foundation, 1999). All four SCUSD
SFA schools were rated as doing so in 1998
and 1999 by their SFA training consultants.
However, SCUSD SFA schools frequently
conducted spelling and grammar, as well as
SFA writing and tutoring, outside the 90-
minute SFA reading block because all the
SCUSD Open Court schools were spending
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150 minutes daily on reading and language
arts instruction.

Open Court. Teacher materials included
Open Court Collections for Young Scholars
(SRA/McGraw Hill, 1996), 43 sound spell-
ing cards, a teacher’s guide, and transition
and review, or phonics review, designed to
provide supplemental instruction in decod-
ing skills for students in grades 2 and 3 who
had no experience in Open Court. However,
Sacramento Unified chose a more intense 2-
year Open Court transition plan for grades
2 and 3 in their Title I schools only. Because
these students were starting Open Court
“midstream” in fall 1997, a condensed se-
quence of grades 1, 2, and 3, or 1, 2, 3, and
4 program levels was started in fall 1997 for
grades 2 or 3, respectively. At the end of this
2-year “catch-up” (fall 1997–fall 1999) pe-
riod, Title I students who started programs
in grades 2 and 3 were finally placed in
grade-appropriate materials.

During the second year, the district used
informal reading assessments every 6 to 8
weeks at the end of each unit. Five areas
were assessed: (a) word or oral reading flu-
ency for 1 minute, (b) spelling, (c) reading
comprehension, (d) vocabulary, and (e) punc-
tuation and grammar. Action plans were
written for students who had not reached
unit criteria, but these did not include tutor-
ing.

Staff support included a full- or half-time
reading coach at each Open Court school de-
pending on school size; there were 4 days of
basic grade-level training for new Open
Court teachers in year 1 followed by 4 days
of advanced grade-level training in year 2.
Open Court experts met monthly with read-
ing coaches and administrators to resolve
problems and refine supervision skills.

Results
We begin with a description of implemen-
tation fidelity. We then present findings on
differential achievement patterns in reading
and language. This is followed by the anal-
yses of students in the lowest quartile and
special education referrals. Finally, the
teacher survey responses are presented.

Implementation Fidelity
SFA. We obtained the implementation

ratings for all four SFA schools in the study,
using the SFA Implementation Visit Record
Form from the SFA Foundation (1999) in
Baltimore. SFA training consultants from
outside the school district conducted the ob-
servations within one semester of the end
of the first 2 years of model adoption. The
respective teacher observation ratings in
each of the four SFA schools were 113, 113,
81, and 92, averaging 99 points, where 100
points were what SFA found to be mean lev-
els of implementation by SFA national
norms. Thus, these four schools represented
typical levels of SFA implementation with
full SFA monitoring. (See “Sample SFA Im-
plementation Visit Form,” 1999 revision, in
App. C of Skindrud & Gersten, 2005.)

Open Court. The school reading coaches
collected implementation observations in
Open Court schools, but we were denied ac-
cess to these data due to a confidentiality
agreement with the teachers’ union. How-
ever, the district’s Open Court reading co-
ordinator (S. Van Vleck, personal commu-
nication, Nov. 15, 2000, and Feb. 8, 2002)
reported that, although there were a variety
of initial implementation problems the first
semester (fall 1997), none of the eight Open
Court schools in this study had implemen-
tation problems by the end of year 2 of the
reforms (spring 1999). The missing data on
Open Court implementation are a possible
confound but are not a major problem given
this study’s outcomes.

Patterns of Student Achievement
Mean results of the 2-year, longitudinal

analysis are presented in Tables 1 and 2. The
covariance-adjusted means are displayed
separately for Cohorts 1 and 2, starting pro-
grams in grades 2 and 3, respectively. Two
by two analyses of covariance (ANCOVAs),
with one between-subjects factor (reading
programs), one within-subjects factor (year
of test), and ITBS scores for fall 1997 as a
covariate (Keppel & Zedeck, 1989), were
conducted by combining the SAT9 scores
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Table 1. Covariance-Adjusted NCE Reading Scores for Success for All and Open Court Reading Programs for
Two Cohorts of Students in the Sacramento City Schools, 1997–1999

Success for All Open Court

Cohort/Grade Test N M SD % N M SD % d

Cohort 1: 142 292
Pre–2 ITBS 30.5 21.7 18 30.5 17.0 18
2 SAT9 37.2 16.8 27 44.3 17.1 39 �.41
3 SAT9 38.6 18.5 29 43.9 16.5 39 �.30

Cohort 2: 152 350
Pre–3 ITBS 33.1 22.1 21 33.1 15.9 21
3 SAT9 38.8 21.6 30 37.8 15.2 28 �.05
4 SAT9 40.8 23.0 33 42.8 17.3 37 �.10

Note.—ITBS � Iowa Tests of Basic Skills.

Table 2. Covariance-Adjusted NCE Language Scores for Success for All and Open Court Reading Programs
for Two Cohorts of Students in the Sacramento City Schools, 1997–1999

Success for All Open Court

Cohort/Grade Test N M SD % N M SD % d

Cohort 1: 142 286
Pre–2 ITBS 28.7 24.0 16 28.7 14.7 16
2 SAT9 34.9 20.5 24 40.6 19.3 33 �.29
3 SAT9 40.6 18.1 33 47.5 16.6 45 �.40

Cohort 2: 142 241
Pre–3 ITBS 30.4 22.3 18 30.4 16.3 18
3 SAT9 39.9 21.0 32 38.6 15.4 29 �.07
4 SAT9 42.7 19.9 36 45.4 17.8 41 �.14

across the four SFA and eight Open Court
schools in the study. We used normal curve
equivalent (NCE) scores on the SAT9 as
the dependent measure for the analysis.
Separate analyses were performed for Co-
hort 1 and Cohort 2 reading scores in Table
1 and then for students within each cohort
for the language scores in Table 2. We re-
peated these four ANCOVAs for the bottom-
quartile scores in Tables 3 and 4. The mean
NCE scores were converted to percentile
ranks in each table for ease of interpreta-
tion. We made Bonferroni corrections to ad-
just p levels for multiple comparisons. (For
a complete summary of each of these four
ANCOVAs on mean and bottom-quartile
academic outcomes, see Skindrud & Ger-
sten, 2005, App. D.)

Mean reading and language measures.
The 2 � 2 ANCOVA on SAT9 reading
scores showed a significant main effect, F(1,

431) � 31.6, p � . 001, favoring Open Court
for Cohort 1, and a significant interaction,
F(1, 499) � 7.8, p � . 005, for Cohort 2. Sim-
ple effect results favored Open Court in the
second year of the program. Thus, in two of
the four instances, Open Court students’
reading achievement was significantly bet-
ter than that of similar students in SFA. For
Cohort 1, effect sizes were .41 for second
grade and .30 for third grade, in the low to
moderate range. For Cohort 2, effect sizes
were minimal: �.05 for grade 3 and �.10
for grade 4. This suggests that beginning
Open Court in second grade was an effec-
tive means of improving reading achieve-
ment, whereas beginning in third grade led
to minimal effects.

The 2 � 2 ANCOVA for language scores
demonstrated a significant main effect be-
tween programs for Cohort 1, F(1, 425) �
25.3, p � .001, indicating that Open Court
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Table 3. Covariance-Adjusted Scores (in NCE units) in Total Reading for Bottom Quartile of Success for All
and Open Court Reading Program from Two Cohorts of Students in the Sacramento City Schools, 1997–1999

Success for All Open Court

Cohort/Grade Test N M SD % N M SD % d

Cohort 1: 35 73
Pre–2 ITBS 9.7 9.7 3 9.7 7.6 3
2 SAT9 25.8 5.9 12 33.6 13.7 22 �.73
3 SAT9 25.4 14.2 12 34.6 13.1 23 �.67

Cohort 2: 38 88
Pre–3 ITBS 12.2 9.4 4 12.2 7.7 4
3 SAT9 21.8 12.7 9 25.4 10.6 12 �.31
4 SAT9 24.4 11.9 11 29.7 13.0 17 �.43

Table 4. Covariance-Adjusted Scores (in NCE units) in Total Language for Bottom Quartile of Success for All
and Open Court Reading Program from Two Cohorts of Students in the Sacramento City Schools, 1997–1999

Success for All Open Court

Cohort/Grade Test N M SD % N M SD % d

Cohort 1: 39 75
Pre–2 ITBS 9.1 6.8 3 9.1 7.9 3
2 SAT9 22.5 11.3 10 29.8 16.3 17 �.52
3 SAT9 29.5 10.2 16 38.3 14.5 29 �.52

Cohort 2: 36 61
Pre–3 ITBS 9.3 8.9 3 9.3 8.1 3
3 SAT9 28.8 12.3 16 29.6 12.8 17 �.06
4 SAT9 31.8 12.5 19 33.0 14.6 21 �.09

students achieved higher at both year-end
assessments. For Cohort 2, we found a sig-
nificant interaction between program and
grade level, F(1, 380) � 9.0, p � .003. Simple
effects revealed that the difference was only
significant for the second year of implemen-
tation. Effect sizes were moderate for Co-
hort 1 (.29, .40) and weak for Cohort 2 (�.07
for the first year, .14 for the second year),
consistent with the effects for mean reading
scores above.

Statewide mean gains. According to
California Department of Education (2002)
reports, during this 2-year period, the state-
wide grade 2 to 4 student cohort’s mean
reading gains were �6 national percentile
ranks (NPRs) on the SAT9. In contrast, the
gains for the students in Cohort 1 during
these years were approximately 11 NPRs
for SFA and 21 NPRs for Open Court. We
have no way of precisely equating these
scores because the students in this school
district were pretested on the Iowa Tests of

Basic Skills and then posttested both years
on the SAT9, and the National Research
Council (1999) found that these two tests are
not equivalent in terms of norms. Nonethe-
less, our data suggested that the gains in
both sets of schools surpassed the state av-
erage.

Bottom-quartile reading and language
scores. Tables 3 and 4 present results only
for the bottom quartile of each school; the
subsamples were derived from ITBS scores
collected prior to the start of the study. The
2 � 2 ANCOVA produced a significant
main effect between programs in bottom-
quartile reading for both Cohort 1, F(1, 105)
� 15.6, p � .001, and Cohort 2, F(1, 123) �
5.5, p � .02, and for bottom-quartile lan-
guage for Cohort 1, F(1, 111) � 14.8, p �
.001, favoring Open Court. This is a some-
what stronger pattern of effect sizes than we
found for the full reading sample (i.e., Co-
hort 1 � �.73 and �.67; Cohort 2 � �.31
and �.43).
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The academic outcomes for the bottom
quartile, generally favoring Open Court,
were contrary to our prediction and to the
developer’s claims. Bottom-quartile stu-
dents using Open Court significantly ex-
ceeded the reading and language gains of
SFA students in Cohort 1 (from grades 2 to
3) and the reading gains of SFA students in
Cohort 2 (from grades 3 to 4).

Special Education Resource Program
Enrollments (K–6)
We compared each school’s demand for

special education services with its baseline
rate just prior to reading reforms. Compar-
ing each school to itself helps control for
context effects. Neither SFA nor Open
Court was associated with changes in any
school’s initial psychological evaluation or
initial special education placement rates
from baseline to reform. However, both
SFA and Open Court were associated with
significant reductions in the percentage of
students enrolled in special education re-
source programs in the three sample
schools with the least poverty. Both re-
forms were also associated with significant
increases in the proportion of students en-
rolled in resource rooms among the three
schools with the most poverty. (For all spe-
cial education outcomes, see Skindrud &
Gersten, 2005, App. E.)

Teacher Survey
We conducted a follow-up teacher sur-

vey in the district 5 years after the initiation
of district reading programs. In fall 2002, we
distributed the 32-item survey to one
teacher at each grade level, 1 through 6, in
what had been the four SFA schools par-
ticipating in this evaluation (N � 24 teach-
ers altogether). When these four schools
had completed their 3-year contract with
SFA, they converted to Open Court. These
conversions complied with new statewide
reading/language arts curriculum adop-
tions in January 2002. California did not in-
clude SFA as one of the grade K through 6
adopted reading programs. Switching to

Open Court was necessary for a school to
qualify for additional state literacy funds.
Seventeen of these 24 SCUSD teachers re-
sponded to this survey for a 71% return
rate. The teachers, who had at least 2 years
of experience each with SFA and Open
Court, attributed the superior academic
outcomes with Open Court to a variety of
factors, not just to greater time allocations
to reading. These included more rapid pac-
ing of reading skills and more consistent re-
view of phonemic awareness, decoding,
and reading fluency in grades K through 6;
more specific reading comprehension and
writing programs, grades K through 6; and
more extensive use of decodable and au-
thentic readers. They attributed the equal
effects of SFA and Open Court on special
education outcomes to different features of
each program: to SFA’s greater accommo-
dation of student differences (e.g., grouping
students according to their skills), and to
Open Court’s greater effect on students
with bottom-quartile test scores. Teachers
also felt that SFA excelled on social out-
comes due to its emphases on cooperative
learning, teamwork, conflict resolution, and
social reinforcement strategies. Sixty per-
cent rated SFA higher, 5% rated Open Court
higher, and 30% rated both the same on so-
cial outcomes. These teachers generally saw
SFA as the more socially effective and Open
Court as the more academically effective re-
form model (see Skindrud & Gersten, 2005,
App. B).

Discussion
Analyses indicate that Open Court pro-
duces significantly better achievement out-
comes than SFA in both reading and lan-
guage SAT9 scores when the programs are
started in grade 2. Effects are moderate. For
students who begin in third grade, effects
are small and only present in fourth grade.
The superior performance of Open Court
over SFA on standardized test scores is con-
sistent with the mixed (Jones et al., 1997; Ve-
nezky, 1998) results of SFA and superior
(Foorman et al., 1998) results of Open Court
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relative to other core reading programs in
prior independent evaluations. The delayed
mean gain when Open Court was initiated
in third grade may be due primarily to the
intensive transition plan used in the Title I
schools in the sample.

The strongest effects for the Open Court
program are for students in the lowest quar-
tile. Effect sizes in reading in Cohort 1 are a
strong .73 in second grade and .67 in third
grade for students in the lowest quartile, yet
a modest .41 and .30 for the full sample. For
Cohort 2 reading, effects are a moderate .31
for third grade and .43 for fourth grade for
the lowest quartile, yet we obtained only
nonsignificant effects of �.05 and �.10 for
fourth grade for the whole sample. This is
somewhat surprising in that SFA stresses
cooperative learning and other techniques
to increase active engagement in the morn-
ings and places greater emphasis on after-
noon tutoring and other interventions for
lagging students. In addition, Open Court
implementation relies heavily on large
blocks of whole-class instruction, with all
students working on grade-level curricu-
lum. Yet, in the lowest quartile, the effects
are consistently larger for students enrolled
in Open Court.

These findings support the interpreta-
tion that the quality of the curriculum tools
teachers use may be critical to students’ suc-
cess, especially for lower-achieving stu-
dents, because this is one of the major dif-
ferences between the programs from grades
2 through 6. Interestingly, a recent compar-
ison of SFA and Open Court by district eval-
uators in the Los Angeles City Schools
(Maddahian, 2002) also showed that Open
Court students outperformed SFA students,
“especially for low initial performing stu-
dents in grade 2 across schools of similar
poverty levels” (p. 9).

Special Education Resource Program
Enrollment Rates
It is clear that these core reading re-

forms, implemented under close supervi-
sion, do not generally reduce demands for

special education services in typical Title I,
urban schools. What is different about the
six of 36 cases in this study where there
were noticeable decreases (or increases) in
special education services per school during
reading reforms? First, these associations
only occur with special education resource
program enrollment rates where disabilities
are the mildest (i.e., learning disabilities).
Second, these core reading reforms are only
associated with reductions in resource pro-
gram enrollments in Title I schools that have
moderately low poverty levels (i.e., free-
lunch rate below 58%) and with increases in
resource program enrollment rates in
schools with high poverty levels (i.e., free-
lunch rates above 84%). Third, both reforms
have similar outcomes, suggesting that the
results are not random. These trends, along
with the disproportionately lower grade-
level retention rates in SFA schools in this
study, suggest that (a) core reading reforms
under the best of circumstances may help
poor or at-risk students but generally not
students with both severe poverty and
identified learning disabilities; (b) students
handicapped by both learning disabilities
and severe poverty will be identified earlier
than most, due to the 6- to 8-week progress
tests routinely used in SFA and Open Court;
and (c) the new Individuals with Disabili-
ties Education Improvement Act (IDEA) of
2004 (2005) rules, which allow response to
intervention (RTI) models for special edu-
cation enrollment, may be necessary to re-
duce the proportion of students with learn-
ing disabilities in most Title I schools.

Impressions of Program
Accommodations
There are several possible explanations

why SFA appeared to accommodate retai-
nees more than Open Court did in this
study. First, Open Court program lessons
generally move faster than SFA lessons in
the grade 1 materials by covering all 43
sound-symbol cards in half a year, and, in
SCUSD, by covering grade levels 1, 2, and
3, or 1, 2, 3, and 4, in the first 2 years of Open
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Court in the two cohorts, respectively. Sec-
ond, the whole-class, heterogeneous group-
ing of students for 80% of reading time
makes the Open Court program less
“friendly” than SFA to at-risk students in
regular classrooms. The saving grace for at-
risk students in Open Court is the “inde-
pendent work time,” the last 30 minutes
daily. This is the only class time during
which Open Court clusters students for
small-group instruction or individual read-
ing tasks. By contrast, SFA always homo-
geneously groups students by reading skills
(across grade levels and classrooms), as-
signs students to pairs or cooperative learn-
ing teams of four or five, and provides in-
dividual tutoring as needed. This makes it
easier to mainstream students with special
needs into SFA classrooms. Third, SFA adds
motivational strategies (e.g., class celebra-
tions, cheers, team competitions, and other
incentives). This gives at-risk students a
home in the classroom and peer support
from the beginning. One can imagine the
teacher appeal of the more supportive man-
agement emphasis of SFA. One question re-
mains: Are SFA accommodations for at-risk
students only temporary? More research is
necessary to clarify this issue.

Two Fundamental Questions
This study raises two questions. First,

why is Open Court superior to SFA on most
academic outcomes? Some will say it is be-
cause of the extra time spent on reading/
language arts by Open Court. However,
equally likely explanations are the clear dif-
ferences in curriculum control, content, and
lesson pacing. SFA has much less control
over curriculum content and lesson pacing
than Open Court. Open Court emphasizes
explicit teaching of phonemic awareness,
decoding, and comprehension in grades K–
6. SFA emphasizes intensive instruction in
homogeneous classes and use of coopera-
tive learning in grades K through 6 (and tu-
toring for slow primary students), but only
controls reading curriculum for such stu-
dents in grades K and 1. As we argue below,

instructional quality may be more critical
than instructional quantity. Analysis of the
lesson-pacing plans for both Open Court
and SFA (Skindrud & Gersten, 2005, App.
A) reveals the following differences, with
SFA writing being done in the homeroom:
(a) Increased instructional time in Open
Court (150 minutes daily vs. 90–150 min-
utes daily in SFA). (b) Heterogeneous versus
homogeneous skill grouping in Open Court
and SFA, respectively. (c) Intensive empha-
sis on decoding and phonemic awareness
instruction in Open Court, two to three
times the daily rate of SFA in our analysis
of typical grades 2 through 4 lesson-pacing
plans. (d) Linguistic control of readers and
decoding instruction: Open Court pre-
scribed specific decodable and/or anthol-
ogy readers for grades K through 6; SFA
only prescribed these readers for grades K
and 1, leaving random selection of the
grades 2 through 6 reading curriculum to
each district as noted above. Furthermore,
SFA had less control over the 60 minutes of
supplementary writing, spelling, and/or
grammar instruction in home classrooms.
(e) Programming of critical decoding skills:
Open Court was more “cumulative” (ap-
proximately daily), whereas SFA was more
“spiral” (approximately weekly) in its pro-
gramming of skills (e.g., daily blending by
sounds, syllables, words, or sentences in de-
codable readers at progressive grade levels
in Open Court vs. only weekly, and at
grades K and 1, in SFA). Implementation of
comprehension instruction was more bal-
anced across the two reforms and thus less
likely to explain differing outcomes.

In conclusion, there are too many differ-
ences in curriculum control of content, se-
quencing, pacing, and delivery between the
programs in this study to target any one fac-
tor as the sole cause of the reading out-
comes. All the factors noted above are wor-
thy of consideration. The importance of
curriculum content and quality of imple-
mentation can be seen in the results of a re-
cent observational study of Open Court
(2000, 2002 editions) conducted by Slayton,
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Oliver, and Burley (2003). This classroom
observational study included 44 grade 2
and 44 grade 3 teachers randomly selected
from the Los Angeles Unified School Dis-
trict during the first 3 years of district-wide
Open Court adoption. Among the findings
were that quality of instruction was directly
related to student reading outcomes. Slay-
ton et al. (2003) stated, “as the quality of
teacher pedagogy improved [on program
standards] so did students’ scores on both
. . . reading and language . . . when we con-
trolled for ethnicity, language program,
meal program, teacher credential and teach-
ers’ years of experience” (p. 104). This was
especially true for African American and
English-only students and for teachers
without credentials (r � .34, p � .01) and
with either fewer than 4 years of experience
(r � .33, p � .01) or more than 17 years (r �
.46, p � .01).

Slayton et al. (2003) concluded, “We did
find that the amount of time spent on read-
ing/language arts . . . was not a significant
predictor of student achievement” (p. 26),
and that “the quality of pedagogy pro-
vided, during [Open Court] Reading and
Responding instructional time, was a better
predictor of student achievement” (p. 26) in
spite of wide variation in the time teachers
spent on reading/language arts instruction
(from 79 to 200 minutes daily). In our own
research (Gersten, Baker, Haager, & Graves,
2005) we found a strong relation between
quality of classroom instruction and stu-
dent growth in reading achievement; cor-
relations were .73 for first-grade reading.

Common complaints about Open Court
Reading are that it takes too much time and
reduces the time for social studies and sci-
ence. Defenders of Open Court argue that
there is social studies content in Open Court
and that improving reading in the lower
grades will improve access to content in the
upper grades. Some hope that more effi-
cient approaches to reading and language
arts instruction will eventually improve or
replace the current editions of Open Court.

A second question this study raises is

how schools can reduce inappropriate spe-
cial education placements due to reading
failure. Recall that neither of these core
reading programs was associated with dra-
matic decreases in special education refer-
rals. Beginning reading reforms in grades 2
or 3 appears to be too late to lead to a sig-
nificant reduction in special education
placements in this study. However, where
core reading reforms are insufficient, special
interventions for struggling readers may be
necessary to significantly reduce inappro-
priate special education referrals. Numer-
ous authors (Coyne, Kame’enui, Simmons,
2001; Mathes et al., 2005; O’Connor, Notari-
Syverson, & Vadasy, 1996; Shaywitz, 2003;
Snow et al., 1998; Torgesen et al., 2001; Vel-
lutino et al., 1996) have noted how core
reading programs can be supplemented
with reading interventions for 15 to 40 min-
utes a day to help struggling readers. Early
reading interventions, in grades K through
2, are now called for in special education
legislation (IDEA, 2005). This may reduce
inappropriate special education referrals
more than either SFA or Open Court alone,
as originally conceptualized by their pro-
gram developers.

Limitations
Field evaluations often lack internal va-

lidity, but have fewer problems with exter-
nal validity. This quasi-experimental field
evaluation is no exception. Concerning in-
ternal validity, we evaluated and controlled
the most feasible demographic confounds.
However, the following remain as limita-
tions: (a) lack of access to objective mea-
sures of Open Court implementation fidel-
ity, (b) lack of control over instructional time
and reading curriculum content in SFA in
grades 2 through 4, and (c) evaluation of
special education outcomes was limited to
an associational (vs. causal) research design.
With regard to external validity, generaliza-
tion of our results is most relevant to Title I
schools with 58% to 86% poverty rates, 14%
to 47% English language learners, imple-
mentation fidelity typical for schools with
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developer-recommended training and su-
pervision, and schools starting both reading
reforms in grades 2 and 3 with Open Court
transition plans to bridge the grade 1
through 4 gap in beginning reading skills.
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