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CHAPTER 1

Reading proficiency is an important predictor of success in school and life 

(O’Connor & Vadasy, 2011; Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998). In the early grades of 

primary education, students usually take major steps in their reading development. 

However, some students experience struggles in the process of acquiring basic 

reading skills, which will be the focus of this dissertation. Additionally, we will 

address behavioral issues that might hinder students’ reading development. Most 

emphasis will be placed on effective ways to support struggling students at school, 

as research has shown that part of the difficulties can be prevented or remediated 

with appropriate support (Fletcher, Reid, Fuchs, & Barnes, 2018; Morgan, Farkas, 

Tufis, & Sperling, 2008; Reschly, 2010). As a result, the number of students assigned 

to special education because of learning or behavioral problems might be reduced 

(Burns & Symington, 2002; Reschly, 2010). To be able to address difficulties 

early, educators have to determine which students need additional support. The 

Response to Intervention (RTI) model can be helpful in this regard. 

Response to Intervention (RTI)

Response to Intervention (RTI) is a stepped approach for supporting struggling 

students. Many schools in the United States have moved towards implementation 

of RTI, in particular since it was promoted by the federal government in 2004 as 

an alternative to the IQ-discrepancy method for the identification of learning 

disabilities (Berkeley, Bender, Peaster, & Saunders, 2009). Although RTI is mainly 

used in the context of reading interventions, it can also be applied to mathematics 

and behavioral interventions. The term Multi-Tiered Systems of Support (MTSS) 

is sometimes used when multiple types of difficulties are addressed (Reschly, 

2014). Slightly different versions of the RTI model exist, of which a model that 

distinguishes three tiers is most common (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2006; Reschly, 2014). This 

three-tiered model is presented in Figure 1.1. 
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Figure 1.1 The three-tiered Response to Intervention (RTI) model

Tier 1 consists of the preventive core instructional program, targeted at all 

students, and provided in the general classroom. For approximately 80% of 

the students, Tier 1 instruction is expected to be sufficient. Students who do 

not make enough progress should be assigned to Tier 2, which often takes the 

form of additional small-group intervention. In most schools using RTI, about 

15% of students receive Tier 2 intervention. Finally, about 5% is in need of more 

intensive, individual intervention at Tier 3. In research and practice, Tier 2 and 

Tier 3 interventions are often called ‘tutoring’, especially in the context of reading 

interventions. Frequent evaluation of progress is needed to determine if a student 

needs to be moved to a higher or a lower tier. Students who need long-lasting 

support may be assigned to special education, which is sometimes considered Tier 
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4 (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2006). 

 To ensure that students are able to reach their full potential, it is important 

that the instruction provided in each tier is evidence-based. For reading instruction 

in the early grades, phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary and text 

comprehension are found to be key elements (Snow et al., 1998; National Reading 

Panel, 2000). Meta-analyses showed that several Tier 2 and 3 interventions are 

effective in supporting struggling students (Gersten, Haymond, Newman-Gonchar, 

Dimino, & Jayanthi, 2020; Neitzel, Lake, Pellegrini, & Slavin, 2020), in particular 

when integrated in a multi-tiered program, with aligned Tier 1 instruction and 

additional intervention (Neitzel et al., 2020). 

Evidence-based reform with Success for All  

In this dissertation, the implementation and effects of the multi-tiered program 

Success for All (SfA) are described. SfA is originally developed for elementary 

schools (Grades K-5) in high-poverty neighborhoods, as students growing up in 

poverty are at risk of poor academic outcomes on the long term, for example 

because they have less exposure to literacy-related activities at home (Cortiella 

& Horowitz, 2014; Crosnoe, Leventhal, Wirth, Pierce, & Pianta, 2010; Hagans & 

Good, 2013). SfA is developed by researchers from Johns Hopkins University and 

was first implemented in the 1980’s in Baltimore (United States). The program is 

currently being used by more than 1000 schools in the United States and more 

than 100 schools in England. SfA includes daily 90-minute reading/language 

lessons at Tier 1, (computer-assisted) small-group tutoring at Tier 2, and one-to-

one tutoring at Tier 3. SfA’s Tier 1 program is characterized by explicit instruction, 

cooperative learning, and the use of engaging fiction and non-fiction books. 

Furthermore, students are regrouped by reading performance level multiple times 

a year. Students are frequently assessed, and low performers should be assigned 

to tutoring in order to catch up. SfA’s scope is not limited to reading: the Getting 

Along Together (GAT) program aims to improve students’ social-emotional skills, 
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Solutions Teams address non-academic issues, such as attendance and parental 

involvement, and teachers are supported in their professional development. The 

SfA lessons are described in detail in manuals, and at every school a full-time 

facilitator is appointed who assists teachers with the implementation of SfA. A 

core value of SfA is relentlessness: not giving up until success is achieved (Slavin, 

Madden, Chambers, & Haxby, 2009). 

 In several cluster randomized trials and quasi-experimental studies, 

significant positive effects of SfA on literacy outcomes were found, in particular 

for initially low-achieving students (Borman & Hewes, 2002; Borman et al., 2007; 

Quint, Zhu, Balu, Rappaport, & DeLaurentis, 2015; Slavin, Lake, Davis, & Madden, 

2011). Nevertheless, SfA is a challenging program to implement because of its 

comprehensiveness (Quint et al., 2015). As there is a strong relationship between 

implementation and program outcomes (Durlak & DuPre, 2008), in this dissertation 

we will pay attention to both the implementation and the effects of SfA. 

Success for All in the Netherlands

Since 2015, SfA is being implemented in Groningen, the Netherlands. The main 

incentives for developing a Dutch version of SfA were the declining reading 

performances and poor motivation for reading of Dutch students (Mullis, Martin, 

Foy, & Hooper, 2017; OECD, 2019a), and the increasing inequality between 

students from different socioeconomic backgrounds (Inspectie van het Onderwijs, 

2016). The city of Groningen has a relatively high percentage of low-income 

families. In the period 2012-2016, about one in five children in Groningen 

grew up in poverty (Van der Werff & Kloosterman, 2016). The increased risk of 

these children on problems in their school career led to a collaboration of the 

municipality, university (University of Groningen), university of applied sciences 

(Hanzehogeschool) and three school boards, who invested in the development of 

SfA. The participating schools were located in high-poverty neighborhoods. 

 The Dutch version of SfA differs from the U.S. version in some respects. 
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Although SfA is designed as a school-wide intervention, it was not possible to 

develop materials for all grades at once. The program was introduced step-wise, 

starting with Grade 1 and expanding to the higher grades in subsequent years. 

For this reason, regrouping by reading level was not yet applied in the first years 

of implementation of SfA in the Netherlands. Moreover, it was not possible to 

have full-time SfA facilitators at the Dutch schools. Because Dutch SfA facilitators 

were appointed for four hours a week, most facilitators combined their facilitating 

tasks with a job as instructional coach or teacher. Another difference is that only 

a few activities of SfA’s kindergarten program were adopted, because priority 

was given to the development of the program for the higher grades, as formal 

reading instruction in the Netherlands begins in Grade 1. With regard to tutoring, 

it is important to note that no Dutch equivalent of the computer-assisted tutoring 

program was developed at the time of study. So, the Dutch tutoring program 

consisted of face-to-face tutoring only, which was provided in a one-to-one setting 

most of the time. In the context of RTI, this means that students moved directly 

from Tier 1 to Tier 3. However, in some cases it was decided to provide tutoring 

in pairs or small groups, which can be considered Tier 2 intervention. Regarding 

Solutions Teams, only the parental involvement module was implemented. 

Furthermore, the Dutch SfA program did not yet include a full version of the GAT 

program, though activities and routines from GAT were integrated in the reading 

lessons. 

 This dissertation is embedded in a larger Research & Development (R&D) 

project. For a comprehensive evaluation of the implementation and effects of the 

SfA program in the Netherlands, we refer to Mullender-Wijnsma, Veldman, De 

Boer, Van Kuijk and Bosker (2020).

Overview of the dissertation

In this dissertation, a multi-method approach was used to obtain more insight 

into the topic of effective support of struggling students in the early grades of 



13

General introduction

1

primary education. While many studies on this topic have been conducted in the 

U.S. context, the amount of evidence for the interventions provided to struggling 

students in Dutch schools is limited. Since the introduction of the ‘Education that 

fits’ policy (free translation of ‘Passend Onderwijs’) in the Netherlands in 2014, of 

which one of the aims is to reduce the number of students referred to schools for 

special education, it is even more important to investigate how struggling students 

can be effectively supported in schools for general education. The main aim of this 

dissertation was to investigate whether and how SfA, as a multi-tiered program, 

can contribute to improved outcomes of struggling students in the Netherlands. 

 In Table 1.1, an overview of the chapters and the research questions is 

given. Chapter 2 is a systematic review, providing an overview of the effectiveness 

of several interventions (among which SfA) with regard to reducing the number of 

special education assignments for students with learning or behavioral difficulties. 

This review was conducted in collaboration with researchers from Johns Hopkins 

University, Baltimore. Chapters 3, 4 and 5 are centered around SfA. The study 

presented in Chapter 3 is a comparison between U.S. and Dutch SfA schools 

regarding the support of struggling readers, for which data was collected in 

both countries. A qualitative multiple case study design was used to describe the 

implementation of SfA elements that are expected to benefit struggling readers, 

and to describe similarities and differences between the schools in the two 

countries. Chapter 4 and 5 are both evaluations of the effects of SfA on struggling 

students in the Netherlands, for which quasi-experimental designs were used. 

Chapter 4 focuses on the effects of SfA on the reading achievement of first-grade 

students at risk of reading problems, and also explores the relationship between 

tutoring intensity and reading achievement. Chapter 5 examines the effects of 

SfA on behavioral engagement of students with attention difficulties. Because the 

separate studies could also be read independently, some overlap between the 

chapters is inevitable. The dissertation ends with a general discussion (Chapter 6), 

containing a summary of main findings, limitations, and implications for research 

and practice. 
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Table 1.1 Overview of the studies included in this dissertation
Chapter Title Research question(s)
2 Preventing special education 

assignment for students with learning 
or behavioral difficulties: a review of 
interventions

What is known about the effectiveness 
of interventions that potentially 
reduce the number of students 
assigned to special education?

3 Supporting young struggling readers 
at Success for All schools in the 
United States and the Netherlands: 
comparative case studies

1. What are the similarities regarding 
the support of struggling readers 
between two U.S. schools and two 
Dutch schools that implemented 
Success for All?

2. What are the differences regarding 
the support of struggling readers 
between two U.S. schools and two 
Dutch schools that implemented 
Success for All, and which factors 
might explain these differences?

4 The effects of Success for All in 
the Netherlands on the reading 
achievement of first-grade students 
at risk of reading problems

1. What are the effects of Success for 
All on the reading achievement of 
students at risk of reading problems?

2. Is there a relationship between the 
intensity of the Success for All tutoring 
intervention and students’ reading 
achievement?

5 Behavioral engagement of students 
with attention difficulties in Success 
for All lessons 

To what extent does Success for All 
lead to an increase in behavioral 
engagement of students with 
attention difficulties?






