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In a response to intervention (RtI) model, reading is taught in increas-
ingly intensive tiers of instruction. The aim of the study was to ex-
amine the efficacy of a Tier-2 (small group) literacy intervention for
young struggling readers. This article focuses on the second phase
of a randomised control trial involving 14 students in kindergarten as
participants. In Phase 1 of the randomised control trial, the experimen-
tal group (E1) received the intervention for 1 hour, 4 days per week,
for 3 school terms. The control group received regular classroom in-
struction. Large and statistically significant mean differences between
groups were evident after 3 terms on 2 of 4 measures — the Martin and
Pratt Nonword Reading Test and the Burt Reading Test, which measure
phonological recoding and single word reading, respectively. Very large
effect sizes were found. In Phase 2, the original control group received
the intervention in the same way (E2). Testing at the end of Phase 2
confirmed the intervention’s large effect on phonological recoding, but
the results for the 3 other tests showed no acceleration in the Phase 2
experimental group (E2). This study evaluates the efficacy of the trialled
intervention, adds to the research literature on Tier-2 interventions for
young struggling readers, and yields practical implications for schools
that offer literacy interventions without a strong RtI framework.
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Literacy is the bedrock of education and is the prime focus of the early years of schooling.
In public schools of New South Wales (NSW), Australia, for example, the first 2 hours of
each day are devoted to literacy. Even so, a substantial number of children cannot read at
even a functional level after 4 years at school. In the 2012 National Assessment Program
for Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN), 6.4% of Year 3 students failed to achieve the
national minimum reading standards expected for their year of education. A further
10.4% achieved only the minimum standard (Australian Curriculum, Assessment and
Reporting Authority, 2012). NAPLAN data contribute to a large body of literature
showing a moderate and persistent relationship between literacy and socioeconomic
status (SES; Marks, 2009; Rothman, 2002; Rothman & McMillan, 2003; Thomson,
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de Bortoli, Nicholas, Hillman, & Buckley, 2010). In 2012, 33.4% of Year 3 children whose
parents had not completed secondary school achieved at or below the minimum standard
in the NAPLAN reading tests, as did 31.6% of children whose parents had not been in paid
work in the previous year (Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority,
2012).

Within each socioeconomic group, a wide range of reading performance exists, show-
ing that a student’s SES does not determine reading performance. Although the research
on SES and literacy achievement shows the significant impact of a number of out-of-school
factors, including the early home literacy environment (Aikens & Barbarin, 2008; Dodd
& Carr, 2003; Eamon, 2005; Hart & Risley, 2003), according to Fuchs and Fuchs (2006),
the majority of reading difficulties arise from an instructional deficit and are therefore
amenable to school-based strategies. Likewise, Carnine, Silbert, Kame’enui, Tarver, and
Jungjohann (2006) argued that, irrespective of the reasons for children’s reading difficul-
ties, the most effective and immediate way to improve current reading ability of school-age
children is through exemplary teaching, namely, explicit and systematic instruction in the
fundamentals of reading: phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary and compre-
hension. Explicit and systematic instruction in these concepts and skills is effective for all
children but is particularly important for children from disadvantaged backgrounds, who
are less likely to have been exposed to these concepts in their family and home environ-
ments (Department of Education, Science and Training, 2005; National Institute of Child
Health and Human Development [NICHD], 2000; Rose, 2006).

Some children will still struggle to learn to read even with effective initial instruction
and will require extra instructional support at various levels of intensity and duration.
Response to intervention (RtI) is a model for instruction and assessment that focuses prin-
cipally on quality and quantity of instruction rather than the causes of reading difficulties.
The RtI model has multiple levels or ‘tiers’ of instruction, which increase in intensity and
duration (Gersten et al., 2009). In an RtI model with three tiers, Tier 1 is whole-class in-
struction and Tier 2 is small-group, supplementary, intensive, research-based instruction
for students who are identified as ‘struggling readers’— those who do not meet reading
standards in the classroom setting, sometimes defined as the bottom 25% of their age
cohort (Wheldall, 2009). Tier 3 is intensive individual instruction for the small number of
children who do not respond to Tier-2 intervention and require specialised support. The
RtI model uses rigorous assessment tools to identify struggling readers, to monitor their
progress, and to determine which level of intervention they require (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2006;
Gersten et al., 2009).

For children with the greatest reading difficulties, research indicates that one-to-one
tutoring sessions are the most effective. For children with milder problems, however, a
strong evidence base supports small-group interventions, especially in the early years of
school (Gersten et al., 2009; Slavin, Lake, Davis, & Madden, 2011; Wanzek & Vaughn,
2007). Small-group instruction is also more cost-effective.

Ideally, intervention for children with reading difficulties should begin to be instituted
no later than after one year of formal schooling (Gersten & Dimino, 2006; Torgesen, 2000)
before problems become entrenched and the achievement gap widens (reviewed in Rose,
2006). Three major reports on reading in Australia (Department of Education, Science
and Training, 2005), the United Kingdom (Rose, 2006), and United States (US; NICHD,
2000) conclude that reading skills are most likely to develop with phonics-based reading
programs, in which children are taught explicitly about letter-sound correspondences,
phonemic awareness and generative strategies in both initial instruction and remedial
instruction settings. In a review of reading interventions for Year 1 students, Reynolds,
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Wheldall, and Madelaine (2011) found that very few early interventions were compre-
hensive literacy programs that included instruction in phonemic awareness and phonics,
and few programs had methodologically sound empirical evidence for their efficacy. The
most widely used early reading intervention in Australia — Reading Recovery — does not
include this content in a systematic way (New South Wales Department of Education and
Communities [NSW DEC], 2012; Reading Recovery Council of North America, 2007).

What Works Clearinghouse (WWC) at the US Institute of Education Sciences has
evaluated a number of Tier 2 reading programs. At least some statistically significant
positive results in phonemic awareness and phonics were found among young students
in these programs, but with varying degrees of supporting evidence. These programs
included:

1. Lindamood Phoneme Sequencing
R©

, which focuses entirely on explicit instruction in
phonemic awareness and phonics (WWC, 2008b, 2010).

2. Peer-Assisted Learning Strategies (PALS), in which highly skilled students coach and
mentor their peers with limited reading skills within the classroom (WWC, 2012).

3. Success For All
R©

, which comprises both a whole-school, complete literacy curriculum
and small-group supplementary instruction for struggling readers (WWC, 2009).

4. Early Intervention in Reading
R©

, which comprises both whole-class and small-group
supplementary instruction (WWC, 2008a).

5. SpellRead
TM

, which is delivered in 60–90 minute lessons over 5–9 months, with explicit
instruction in phonemic awareness and phonics (WWC, 2007).

Another Tier-2 program (not evaluated by WWC) with published research is called
Early Literacy Support (ELS) in which students alternate daily between small-group and
individual instruction (Hatcher et al., 2006). A randomised control trial demonstrated
that students who had participated in a 10-week ELS program had significantly higher
growth in letter knowledge, single word reading and phoneme awareness than the control
group. Medium to large effect sizes were reported (Hatcher et al., 2006).

RtI models with three tiers of instruction are not common in Australia; instead, formal
remedial reading programs are likely to be in the form of one-to-one tutor programs
(possibly a Tier-3 intervention in an RtI model), with small-group instruction (Tier 2)
being either informal or absent (Louden et al., 2000; van Kraayenoord, 2010). Only a few
formal reading interventions for young struggling readers are identified in major reports
on literacy interventions in Australia, the dominant program being Reading Recovery
(Louden et al., 2000; van Kraayenoord, 2010; Wyatt-Smith, Elkins, Colbert, Gunn, &
Muspratt, 2007). None meet the criteria of a Tier-2 program within an RtI model for
children in the first few years of school, but the most well known of these are:

1. THRASS
R©

(Teaching Handwriting, Reading and Spelling Skills) is a phonics teaching
method that is used in some schools as a whole-class program and in others for remedial
instruction for smaller groups (Louden et al., 2000). It is designed to teach student the
‘word level’ component of literacy; it is not a comprehensive program (The THRASS
Institute, 2014). There is limited evidence that it is effective as an intervention for young
students in improving word attack skills (Brooks, 2007; Symons & Greaves, 2006).

2. L3 (Language, Learning and Literacy) is a program that was introduced to NSW public
schools in 2010. Students work in small groups on tasks differentiated for ability level
while teachers move around to each group giving 10-minute targeted lessons. It is
designed to work as an in-class intervention that precedes, and aims to reduce, progress
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into Reading Recovery (NSW DEC, 2011c). No research has been published on trial
implementations and no evaluations are publicly available.

The MiniLit (Meeting Initial Needs In Literacy) program is designed as a Tier-2
program for young students (in the first 3 years of school) who are performing below
their peers in reading acquisition. It comprises all of the elements of effective early lit-
eracy instruction as determined by large-scale reviews of research (Reynolds, Wheldall,
& Madelaine, 2007; Reynolds et al., 2011). Unlike other interventions, such as Reading
Recovery, it is not focused on a single year of schooling (Year 1) and is inclusive of the very
lowest performing students, moving them on to more intensive (Tier 3) instruction only
if they do not make progress (Reynolds & Wheldall, 2007). More detail about the MiniLit
program is provided in the Methods section.

Several pilot studies have guided the development and investigated the effectiveness
of the MiniLit program. Three initial pilot studies of an early version of the intervention
involved Year 1 and Year 2 students in MiniLit sessions for 1 hour each day, 4 days a week,
over 15 weeks. The lessons took place during school time in a tutorial centre external to
the students’ schools. Participating students were tested on the same test battery prior
to and after completing a 15-week MiniLit program. In each of the studies, participating
students made statistically significant gains on all measures. Treatment causality cannot
be claimed as these studies did not have control groups, but there were large effect sizes
(Reynolds et al., 2007).

A fourth trial had an experimental design, with 16 Year 1 students randomly assigned
into treatment and control groups. In the first phase, one group of eight students (Group 1)
participated in a shortened version of the MiniLit program used in the previous trials while
the other eight students (Group 2) were the control group. In the second phase, Group 1
became the control group and Group 2 participated in MiniLit. The program was delivered
in a school by school staff who were trained to teach the program (Reynolds, Wheldall, &
Madelaine, 2010). At the end of the 10-week MiniLit intervention no statistically significant
differences between the experimental and the control group in either phase of the study
were noted. Large effect sizes were evident, however. The large effect sizes suggest that a
larger sample size with more statistical power would have achieved significance. Another
possible contributing factor to the weaker results in this trial is that not all students in
the study scored below the 25th percentile on all pretest measures, so could not strictly be
described as the ‘struggling readers’ for whom MiniLit is designed (Reynolds et al., 2010).
Finally, the intervention was given for only one term.

MiniLit has also been implemented at the Schoolwise Tutorial Centre at Ashfield in
New South Wales since 2005. During the 3 years between 2009 and 2011, 161 students were
tested before and after participation in a 15-week MiniLit program. There was no control
group. After 15 weeks, students had made substantial and statistically significant gains
on all of the measures of reading and related skills, with large effect sizes. Their average
reading fluency was shown to have increased by 90% (Wheldall, Beaman, Madelaine, &
McMurtry, 2012).

More recently, a further randomised control trial using a revised version of MiniLit
was implemented with 22 students from kindergarten and Year 2 in a NSW public school.
Students in the experimental group received MiniLit instruction for 1 hour a day, 4 days
a week for three terms (27 weeks). At the end of the intervention, the experimental
group had significantly higher scores than the control group on measures of phonological
recoding and word reading, with very large effect sizes. No significant differences were
noted between the groups in spelling (but a large effect size) and no discernible effect
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on students’ single word reading fluency scores were evident (Buckingham, Wheldall, &
Beaman, 2012).

This paper focuses on a subset of 14 students from the randomised control trial
reported in Buckingham et al. (2012). In this study, the kindergarten students formed a
two-phase, crossover study extended over six terms. The study aimed to gather further
experimental evidence of the efficacy of MiniLit in a school setting, and particularly the
potential of MiniLit as a cost-effective, Tier-2 intervention, to improve literacy in schools
with a high level of social disadvantage.

Method
Participants

Participants were a subset of students involved in a larger sample (n = 22) three-term
randomised control trial, which has been reported in Buckingham et al. (2012). Fourteen
students in kindergarten participated in the six-term trial. The Year 2 students were
excluded from the six-term crossover study because they moved into Year 3 after the first
three terms of intervention, and thus were outside the target group for MiniLit (K–2).

The site of the study was a regional NSW public school with a low socioeconomic
profile. When the study began in 2010, the school had an Index of Community Socio-
Educational Advantage (ICSEA; Barnes, n.d.), calculated for the federal government’s
My School website, of 897. (The national average ICSEA value is 1000, with a standard
deviation of 100.)

Selection of students for participation in the study was completed through a screening
and ranking process. The lowest 50% of students in each class in terms of reading ability
was identified by kindergarten classroom teachers. Excluded from the study were students
with a diagnosed (and documented) intellectual disability or severe language impairment,
as their needs would have been addressed by alternative provision.

Identified students were screened by trained research assistants using two lists from
the Wheldall Assessment of Reading Lists (WARL; Reynolds, Wheldall, & Madelaine,
2009) and then ranked according to their mean scores. The lowest ranked 16 students
from kindergarten were selected for the study. Information and consent forms were
sent home to the parents/carers of selected students. Passive consent for the students’
participation in the study was required by the university research ethics committee and
the State Education Research Approval Process (SERAP) office of the New South Wales
Department of Education and Communities (NSW DEC).

Matched pairs were created using scores on the MiniLit Placement Test (described in
the Appendix) and students were randomly allocated to two groups: the experimental
(treatment) group and the control group. One student from kindergarten left the school
in the ninth week of the study, reducing the total number of participants for the study
from 16 to 14 students (the data for the matched student were also excluded from the
study).

The participants included 10 boys and four girls, with a mean age of 67 months
(5 years, 7 months) at the beginning of the intervention. The primary language for all
participants was English. Standardised tests were administered to determine baseline
measures (described in the Appendix).

After two terms, all but one student, who began the intervention in kindergarten,
moved into Year 1. One student repeated kindergarten. All 14 students remained in the
study for six terms.
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Procedure

The study was implemented as a two-phase, crossover design. Each phase was three school
terms (approximately 27 weeks of instruction). The group who received the intervention
in Phase 1 of the study — Experimental Group 1 (E1) — became the comparison group in
Phase 2. In Phase 2 of the study, the control group from Phase 1 received the intervention
and became Experimental Group 2 (E2). Phase 1 was implemented as a randomised
control trial, but in Phase 2 the group not receiving the intervention was not under
control conditions and will be referred to as the ‘comparison’ group.

The MiniLit program was delivered to students in the experimental groups in each
phase for 1 hour each day, 4 days a week, over three school terms (27 weeks). Students were
withdrawn from class during classroom literacy time. Instructors were trained by MultiLit
(Making Up Lost Time in Literacy) trainers. (MultiLit is the entity responsible for develop-
ing the intervention.) Two of the instructors were registered primary school teachers and
one had no teaching qualifications. Students in the comparison group remained in class
and received usual classroom literacy instruction for the duration of the study. In Phase
1, control conditions were specified for the comparison group, but in Phase 2, students
in the comparison group may have received another formal reading intervention for part
of the time. The reading activities of the comparison group were not within the remit of
the study. Following the intervention, the data collected in the three testing phases were
analysed to compare the experimental and control/comparison groups’ score growth on
the test battery. Lesson observations for treatment integrity took place at 3-week intervals
by highly experienced special educators familiar with MultiLit practices and procedures.

All experimental and control/comparison group participants undertook a battery of
reading tests before the reading intervention started, at the end of three terms and again
at the end of six terms. The tests were administered by trained research assistants and all
tests were independently scored and double-scored. The test battery included the Burt
Word Reading Test (Gilmore, Croft, & Reid, 1981), the South Australian Spelling Test
(Westwood, 2005), the Martin and Pratt Nonword Reading Test (Martin & Pratt, 2001),
and the WARL (Reynolds et al., 2009; using different lists to the screening WARL). The
preintervention test battery also included the MiniLit Placement Test (MultiLit, 2011).
Details of the tests are in the Appendix.

The Intervention: MiniLit

The MiniLit early literacy intervention program is a small-group instruction program
for struggling readers in the first few years of school. It includes instruction in all of
the elements of effective reading instruction identified in research — phonemic aware-
ness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary and comprehension — taught in a direct, explicit and
sequential manner (Reynolds et al., 2007, 2010; MultiLit, 2011).

Students were grouped by instructional level and taught in three groups of three to
four students. There was some movement initially between groups as skill acquisition
varied, but the groups became stable after around 10 weeks of instruction. The average
attendance rate for MiniLit lessons was 96% (with a range of 91–100%).

Each 1-hour MiniLit lesson had the following components: Sounds and Words Ac-
tivities (30–40 minutes), Text Reading (5–10 minutes) and Story Book Reading (10–15
minutes). The Sounds and Words Activities component includes highly structured, care-
fully scripted and sequenced instruction of phonemic awareness and phonics. Students
first learn and master letter-sound correspondences, quickly progressing to blending and
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segmenting these sounds in words, both orally and in print. Sight words are initially taught
through text reading as ‘tricky words’ and later more explicitly as short lists.

Text Reading is first introduced as part of Sounds and Words Activities and later be-
comes a separate component. In the Sounds and Words Activities, students read sentences
or simple short stories that reinforce phonic word attack skills and/or sight words they have
been learning. In Text Reading, students read aloud from a controlled vocabulary book at
their instructional level. Their instructor uses the revised Pause, Prompt, Praise tutoring
method, as used in Reinforced Reading (Ellis, Wheldall, & Beaman, 2007; MultiLit, 2011).

Story Book Reading (10–15 minutes) is the final part of the lesson. This activity is
less structured; the teacher reads a children’s storybook to the group, engaging them
by commenting on the story and asking questions. The teacher models fluent, expressive
reading and the students develop listening comprehension and vocabulary skills (MultiLit,
2011).

Direct instruction teaching (such as model-lead-test procedures; Carnine, Silbert,
Kame’enui, & Tarver, 2010) is intrinsic to the MiniLit program. Positive teaching behaviour
management strategies (Merrett & Wheldall, 1990; MultiLit, 2011) are used to maximise
time on task.

Analysis

To compare gains made by the experimental and control/comparison groups after each
phase of the intervention, analyses of covariance were employed for each measure at
posttest 1 (after three terms) and posttest 2 (after six terms), with pretest scores as the
covariate in each analysis. Raw scores were used in the analyses because many of the
participants were younger than 6 years old, the minimum age for which standard scores
are available for the measures employed. The alpha level was set at 1% (p < .01) to allow
for family-wise comparisons in lieu of the use of a Bonferroni correction (Howell, 2008).
Treatment effects were also calculated for each measure in each phase of the study, using
partial eta squared as the measure of effect size, as calculated by the SPSS Version 21.0
statistical analysis package (IBM Corp, 2012).

Results
In this six-term study, only Phase 1 (the first three terms) was a controlled trial, where
students not receiving the intervention remained in their usual classrooms and did not
participate in any other formal remedial reading programs. In Phase 2, students were no
longer in controlled trial conditions. Students not receiving the intervention in Phase 2
(the original experimental group in Phase 1) may have participated in other remedial
reading programs and are therefore more accurately described as a ‘comparison’ group
than a ‘control’ group. The Phase 1 experimental group/Phase 2 comparison group will be
called ‘E1’, and the Phase 1 control group/Phase 2 experimental group will be called ‘E2’.

Means and standard deviations for all measures (raw scores) for the Phase 1 experi-
mental group (E1) and the Phase 2 experimental group (E2) at pretest, end of Phase 1
(posttest 1, after three terms), and end of Phase 2 (posttest 2, after six terms) are shown in
Table 1.

As may be seen in Table 1, the E1 group means were slightly lower than those for the E2
group at pretest for all measures, but none of these differences was statistically significant.
(These small differences are taken into account in the analyses of covariance.) Analyses
of covariance (ANCOVA) were conducted on the raw scores for each of these measures
separately at posttest 1 and posttest 2 (with pretest scores as the covariate). Treatment
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TABLE 1

Means and Standard Deviations (Raw Scores) of Phase 1 Experimental (E1) and Phase 2 Experimental (E2) Groups at
Pretest, Posttest 1 (After Three Terms) and Posttest 2 (After Six Terms), Results of Analyses of Covariance and Effect Sizes
(Partial Eta Squared)

Group Pretest Posttest 1 Posttest 2

Measure (N = 14) Mean (SD) Mean (SD) F p ES∗ Mean (SD) F p ES

Martin & Pratt Nonword Test E1 1.00 (1.16) 14.14 (5.58) 18.13 .001 .622 14.00 (7.19) .397 .541 .035

E2 1.14 (1.35) 4.00 (3.92) 12.29 (6.80)

Burt Word Reading Test E1 2.29 (1.11) 20.57 (5.91) 12.21 .005 .526 29.86 (8.82) 6.67 .025 .377

E2 4.00 (3.96) 12.71 (9.53) 23.00 (11.96)

South Australian Spelling Test E1 1.29 (1.60) 14.29 (4.31) 4.13 .067 .273 20.00 (5.39) 1.38 .265 .111

E2 2.86 (3.58) 9.43 (7.04) 16.57 (9.33)

WARL (words correct per minute) E1 3.43 (1.40) 21.86 (7.60) 3.55 .086 .244 38.57 (10.37) 2.93 .115 .210

E2 4.71 (3.86) 16.43 (14.16) 32.00 (18.93)

Note. ES = partial eta squared. A large effect size is evident when partial eta squared is �.138.
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FIGURE 1

(Colour online) Martin and Pratt Nonword Reading Test Mean Scores at Pretest, Posttest 1 and Posttest 2.

effect size using partial eta squared was calculated for each measure at posttest 1 and
posttest 2. Table 1 presents the results of these analyses.

Results at the end of Phase 1: Group means and treatment effects

Statistically significant, positive treatment effects at the stated alpha level (p < .01) were
found for two measures: the Martin and Pratt Nonword Reading Test and the Burt Reading
Test. The treatment effect sizes for these measures were very large (Martin & Pratt, 2001;
partial eta squared = .622; Burt = .526). (Effect sizes calculated using partial eta squared
that are larger than .138 are considered to be large; Howell, 2008.)

No significant differences were found between the group means for the other two
measures, but treatment effect sizes were substantial. Effect sizes were large for both the
South Australian Spelling test (partial eta squared = .273) and large for the WARL (partial
eta squared = .244). These findings confirm the findings of the larger randomised control
trial (Buckingham et al., 2012).

Results at the end of Phase 2: Group means and treatment effects

No significant differences between group means were found at the stated alpha level (p <

.01) for any measure at the end of Phase 2; that is, after both groups had each had three
terms of the intervention. Mean scores and treatment effects are shown in Table 1.

Figures 1 to 4 show important differences in progress between the two study phases
on each of the measures. (Note that these graphs show corrected mean scores generated
by the covariance analyses; i.e., allowing for small initial differences between groups at
pretest.) Figure 1 shows that test scores on the Martin and Pratt increased strongly for
the experimental group in both phases, but there was virtually no growth in scores for
the control/comparison groups, with the end result being similar mean scores for E1 and
E2 at the end of Phase 2 and an overall treatment effect that is very small (partial eta
squared = .035). In other words, the second treatment group (E2), who were formerly the
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(Colour online) Burt Word Reading Test Mean Scores at Pretest, Posttest 1 and Posttest 2.
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FIGURE 3

(Colour online) South Australian Spelling Test Mean Scores at Pretest, Posttest 1 and Posttest 2.

control group, had almost caught up with the original experimental group (E1) following
intervention.

Figures 2, 3 and 4 show different patterns of score growth to Figure 1. At the end of
Phase 1 of the study, the experimental group (E1) had made larger gains than the control
group in the Burt (Figure 2), the South Australian Spelling Test (Figure 3) and the WARL
(Figure 4), as shown by the divergent posttest 1 means, although the differences for the
WARL and South Australian Spelling were not statistically significant. At the end of Phase
2, there had been little divergence or narrowing of the scores, as can be seen in the almost
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FIGURE 4

(Colour online) Wheldall Assessment of Reading Lists (WARL) Mean Scores at Pretest, Posttest 1 and
Posttest 2.

parallel slopes between the posttest 1 and posttest 2 means on these three measures. This
indicates that the E1 students continued to grow on these measures after they had finished
MiniLit.

The effect sizes (reported in Table 1) calculated at the end of Phase 2 for each measure
were smaller than at the end of Phase 1, indicating that some of the gap evident at the end
of Phase 1, when only one group had had the intervention, was reduced when the second
group received the intervention, as we would expect. The effect size for the Martin and
Pratt test at the end of Phase 2 was negligible (partial eta squared = .035), in accordance
with the nonsignificant difference between the means of the two groups at posttest 2.
In other words, at the end of Phase 2, the Phase 2 experimental group (E2) had almost
completely closed the gap with the Phase 1 experimental group (E1), because E1 had shown
no growth in Martin and Pratt scores in the period after they completed the intervention.
For the Burt Word Reading Test and the South Australian Spelling Test, the effect size
was reduced at the end of Phase 2, but not substantially (Burt partial eta squared = .377;
Spelling = .111), indicating that although the E2 students had made progress it was not
sufficient to ‘catch up’ to E1, because the E1 continued to grow after they completed the
intervention. For the WARL, there was little change in the effect size at the end of Phase
2 (partial eta squared = .210). Therefore, with the exception of phonological recoding
(as measured by the Martin and Pratt), the earlier Phase 1 intervention had a stronger
effect.

Discussion
The efficacy of a small-group (Tier 2) intervention was evaluated in a two-phase, crossover
study, implemented over six terms, involving 14 kindergarten students randomly allocated
in two groups from matched pairs. The seven students in the Phase 1 control group became
the experimental group in Phase 2 of the study. At the end of the six-term study, both
groups of students had completed three terms of intervention.
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Phase 1 was the first three terms; the experimental group for this phase will be called
E1. Phase 2 was the last three terms of the study; the experimental group for this phase
(the original, Phase 1 control group) will be called E2.

At the end of Phase 1, the E1 group mean was significantly higher on the Martin and
Pratt Nonword Reading Test and the Burt Word Reading Test, and the effect sizes were
very large, confirming the powerful effect of the intervention on phonological recoding
and word reading. No significant differences were found between groups for the other two
measures, but large effect sizes for both the South Australian Spelling Test and the WARL
were found.

These effect sizes are in keeping with the observable differences in the growth in raw
scores of the two groups in Phase 1, under experimental conditions (see Table 1). At the
end of Phase 1, the E1 group could spell twice as many more words correctly as the control
group (13 vs. 6.5) on the South Australian Spelling Test, and the mean WARL scores
indicate that the E1 group’s fluency grew by 50% more than the control group (18.4 words
correct per minute vs. 11.7). These results are informative, and suggest that statistical
nonsignificance for these measures might be attributable to the lack of power in the small
sample size (Bell, 2011; Slavin & Smith, 2009).

At the end of Phase 2, when both groups had had three terms of intervention, there were
no significant differences between groups on any measure (see Figures 1 to 4 and Table 1).
For the Martin and Pratt Nonword Reading Test, the convergence of the two groups was
preceded by strong growth of both E1 and E2 while receiving the intervention, and virtually
zero growth of these groups in their control/comparison periods. For the other measures,
however, both groups grew during their experimental and control/comparison phases, but
at different rates. E1 had higher mean scores than E2 for the Burt, South Australian Spelling
Test and WARL at the beginning of Phase 2, and E1 continued to make progress on these
measures while it was the comparison group. With a lower starting point at the beginning
of Phase 2 on these measures, E2 made progress while it received the intervention but did
not accelerate enough to catch up to the still-growing E1 group. Treatment effect sizes
at the end of Phase 2 confirm this. After both groups had received the intervention, no
difference was apparent on the Martin and Pratt — the original control group (E2) had
completely closed the gap. For the other measures, however, a treatment effect was still
evident, showing that the E1 group was still achieving superior results, even three terms
after they completed the intervention.

The small sample size and implementation on a single school site limit generalisation,
but the results have several implications specifically regarding literacy practices within the
participating school and more generally for the ability of the program to be successful in
a regular school setting.

The Martin and Pratt results imply that students were not receiving good phonics
instruction in the classroom, as no growth in phonological recoding occurred for ei-
ther group during their control/comparison period. Classroom literacy instruction for
the Phase 1 control group was delivered through a program called L3. This was a new
kindergarten program developed by the NSW DEC, and which was being implemented
by the school for the first time at the same time as the intervention. Little information
about L3 is publicly available so the program can only be described in rudimentary terms.
No scope and sequence is available for the content of each lesson; the information for
parents states only that ‘L3 focuses on providing rich literacy experiences’ and that chil-
dren will ‘listen to the reading of stories, poems and songs’ (NSW DEC, 2011b, 2011c).
There is no mention of phonemic awareness, phonics or any other instruction related to
alphabetic knowledge, such as letter-sounds, and if such instruction occurs there is no
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publicly available information about the form such instruction takes. Data collection is in
the form of continuous text reading levels, writing vocabulary, and a listening test (NSW
DEC, 2011a). Phase 2 of the study took place when students were in Year 1. Classroom
literacy teaching for the comparison group during this phase was not through a formal
program.

The stronger and enduring results for the E1 group on the Burt, the South Australian
Spelling Test and the WARL provide some evidence for the need for early intervention.
Even though E2 were only in Year 1 when they received the intervention, they did not make
as much progress over the course of the intervention as the E1 group, which began the
intervention in Term 3 of kindergarten and continued to make progress on all measures
except phonological recoding once they returned to the classroom. That the E2 did not
catch up to the E1 group in three of the four measures demonstrates that it is very difficult
to close reading gaps, even with a highly structured and explicit intervention.

In terms of general implementation, the study offers some useful lessons. First, a good
Tier-2 program can be an effective way to provide supplementary reading instruction,
but its impact is diminished if high-quality core instruction is not evident in the general
education classroom. Given the students’ low levels of letter-sound knowledge at pretest
and their failure to make any progress in phonological recoding while not in the interven-
tion, it is reasonable to assume that the intervention was, in some cases, providing initial
instruction rather than supplementing and reinforcing what was being taught in class.
It therefore is to be expected that it would take some time for these students to develop
secondary skills such as spelling and fluency.

The objective of this trial was to evaluate the efficacy of the small-group ‘MiniLit’
program and assess its potential as a Tier-2 intervention in a three-tier RtI model. Although
the use of a randomised control trial was necessary to obtain the most scientifically valid
evidence, in this case it required a relatively simple two-group comparison. This meant
that the other important component of RtI — monitoring and data-based decision making
about instruction — could not be included.

Consequently, the results may have been affected by the constraints of the trial method-
ology, as students could not be moved out of the program. Under standard three-tier RtI
conditions, students who are clearly not making progress with Tier-2 instruction would
be diverted to Tier-3 intervention. Furthermore, students who made rapid progress would
ideally return to regular class instruction when they reached an agreed criterion (say, the
40th percentile in the Martin and Pratt test), allowing them to more quickly generalise to
the higher order skills being developed in the classroom. In sum, Tier-2 programs work
best when part of a dynamic RtI model, involving careful and timely data-based decisions
for each child.

This study supports the efficacy of the small-group program implemented in the trial,
particularly in developing the necessary and fundamental skills required to decode words.
It has also provided important cautionary information about the limitations of Tier-2
interventions in a regular school setting, when not embedded in an exemplary RtI model.
Further study of the intervention when implemented alongside strong and consistent
Tier-1 and Tier-3 instruction would be instructive.

Author note
Professor Kevin Wheldall and Dr Robyn Beaman-Wheldall are directors of MultiLit Pty
Ltd, the developers of the MiniLit program.
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Measures
Burt Word Reading Test (Gilmore et al., 1981). This test measures single word recognition using a
list of 110 words that increase in difficulty. The maximum reading age achievable on the Burt is
about 13 years. The Burt has high test–retest reliability (> 0.95), high internal consistency (> 0.96)
and high criterion validity (correlations of 0.90–0.98 between the Burt Word Reading Test and the
Schonell Graded Word Reading Test (Schonell, 1955) and the Oral Word Reading Test (Fieldhouse,
1952, as cited in Gilmore et al., 1981).

South Australian Spelling Test (Westwood, 2005). This test provides a spelling age for children
in the age range 6 years to over 15 years. It can be administered individually or in groups. The test
manual reports good internal reliability with a test–retest reliability coefficient of 0.96 for most year
groups. Alternative forms reliability ranges from 0.89 to 0.94 depending on age level (Westwood,
2005).

Martin and Pratt Nonword Reading Test, Form A (Martin & Pratt, 2001). This test measures
phonological recoding ability in students aged from 6 to 16 years, using pseudowords of increasing
difficulty (Martin & Pratt, 2001). The test has a high test–retest reliability coefficient of 0.96,
high alternative-forms reliability coefficients of 0.92–0.96 and a high internal consistency reliability
coefficient of 0.96 (Martin & Pratt, 2001). Good criterion-related validity is indicated through
positive correlations between the Martin and Pratt and the WRMT-R Word Attack (Woodcock,
1987, as cited in Martin & Pratt, 2001; 0.89), Coltheart and Leahy Nonword reading lists (Coltheart
& Leahy, 1996; 0.93) and the Neale Analysis of Reading Ability (Neale, 1988, as cited in Martin &
Pratt, 2001; 0.78–0.88). Nonword tests are an important measure of early reading progress as they
avoid the possibility of students reading words from memory (Hempenstall, 2009).

Wheldall Assessment of Reading Lists (WARL; Reynolds, Wheldall, & Madelaine, 2009). The
WARL is a curriculum-based measure of word identification fluency for young students. The test
consists of parallel lists of 100 high-frequency words from children’s texts and storybooks. The
student is presented with the list on a page and instructed to read the words aloud quickly and
carefully. They are asked to stop after one minute. The score is the number of words read correctly
per minute, averaged over three parallel lists. The WARL has been found to be highly reliable, with
reliability coefficients for parallel forms between 0.85 and 0.94 (Reynolds et al., 2009). The validity
of the measure has been demonstrated through high correlations between the WARL and the Burt
Word Reading Test (r = 0.79) and the TOWRE Sight Words Test (Torgesen, Wagner, & Rashotte,
1999; r = 0.95; Reynolds et al., 2009).

MiniLit Placement Test (MultiLit, 2011). The MiniLit Placement Test assesses students’ phonic
word attack knowledge and abilities, namely, letter-sound correspondences and reading of words
containing specific letter-sound correspondences. The test includes only real words, but many are not
frequently used, and therefore are very unlikely to be recognised as sight words by young students.
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