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Preface

During the past 50 years, there has been remarkable

progress in the articulation of psychological theory,

increasingly sophisticated reports of empirical re-

search, and a dramatic expansion in professional

applications of psychology in all areas of modern life.

Applied psychology requires both a sound scientific
foundation and attention to the practical problems that

are encountered in applying psychology to an infinite

variety of life settings. Growing public recognition of

the potential contributions of psychology to solving

life’s problems has also fostered rapid growth in the

number of psychologists who are engaged in research

and in professional practice throughout the world.

The need for an authoritative publication that
reviews and evaluates the numerous applications of

professional psychology has been recognized for

a number of years, and has been of special interest to

the members of the International Association of Applied

Psychology (IAAP), the world’s oldest and largest mem-

bership organization of individual psychologists. The

interests and concerns of IAAP members, who reside

in more than 80 countries, have been strongly noted by
former IAAP presidents Edwin A. Fleishman, Claude

Levy-Leboyer, and Harry C. Triandis.

Significant contributions to international applica-

tions of psychology were explicitly recognized and

discussed in the context of their diverse societal

settings by Bernhard Wilpert in his Presidential

address at the IAAP’s 24th International Congress of

Applied Psychology in 1998. It was my honor and
pleasure to succeed Professor Wilpert as President

of the IAAP at this Congress, which was held in San

Francisco, California, and to begin participating in

discussions to identify the most important contribu-

tions to applied psychology that are reported in this

encyclopedia.

The development and current status of applied

psychology can be best understood by examining the

historical evolution of the field, which is cogently

described by Helio Carpintero, the official Historian of

the IAAP. In his overview article on the history of

applied psychology, Carpintero highlights the benefits
resulting from psychologists joining together to form

professional associations that have facilitated the

development and integration of psychological theory

and research and that have stimulated and guided

more effective applications of psychology in profes-

sional work.

Founded in 1920 as the Association Internationale

des Conferences de Psychotechnique (International
Association for Psychotechnology), the IAAP adopted

its present name in 1955. Edouard Claprẽde convened

and chaired the first meeting of the association, held

in Geneva, Switzerland in 1920, and served as its

President for more than 20 years. Meetings were held

in a number of European cities, including Barcelona,

Milan, Paris, Moscow, and Prague. An excellent

history of the evolution and development of applied
psychology and the IAAP can be found in the address

given by former President Edwin A. Fleishman on

receiving the 1999 American Psychological Associa-

tion’s Award for Distinguished Contributions to the

International Advancement of Psychology (American

Psychologist, November, 1999, pp. 1008–1016).

For recommending that the IAAP take an active

role in sponsoring and developing the Encyclopedia
of Applied Psychology, we are indebted to George

Zimmar, an active IAAP member and former senior

sponsoring editor at Academic Press, now Elsevier. The

first step in developing the encyclopedia was the

appointment of an Advisory Board composed of

distinguished colleagues representing all areas of
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applied psychology. In addition to recommending the
major areas and the specific topics to be covered in the

encyclopedia, the Advisory Board identified highly

qualified colleagues who would be invited to serve as

Section Editors for the selected areas.

The responsibilities of the Section Editors included

writing a major article to provide an overview and

analysis of their respective areas and working with the

Editor-in-Chief and the Advisory Board in identifying
the specific topics to be included in each area. They

also helped to determine the amount of space to be

allocated for each topic and recommended colleagues

with outstanding knowledge and expertise to serve as

the authors for the individual articles. In addition, the

Section Editors reviewed and edited the articles that

presented information on the topics that were related

to the subject matter that was included in their
sections.

The articles that are included in the encyclopedia

are presented in alphabetical order, as determined by

the title of each article. Consequently, the underlying

section organization will not be readily apparent. At

the conclusion of each article, the reader is directed to

additional articles that include related information.

The authors of each article also provide a number of
references that are recommended for further reading.

It should be noted, however, that it was not possible to
cover all of the many areas of applied psychology.

Several emerging areas are not included because we

failed to recognize their importance at the time the topics

were selected for the encyclopedia. It is also unfortunate

that a few authors were unable to meet the deadlines for

submitting the manuscripts for their articles.

The Encyclopedia of Applied Psychology is truly a

product of the collaborative efforts of the members of
the IAAP. We are especially indebted to former IAAP

Presidents Edwin A. Fleishman, Harry C. Triandis, and

Bernhard Wilpert, and to our current president,

Michael Frese, for their leadership, encouragement,

and tangible contributions to the encyclopedia. For

their dedicated contributions to the encyclopedia,

I would also like to thank the members of the Advisory

Board and the Section Editors, whose names are listed
in the front matter. Finally, on behalf of the IAAP,

I thank the authors who contributed articles in their

areas of expertise and the editorial and production

staff of Elsevier for the tremendous amount of time

and energy that was needed to bring this large project

to fruition.

CHARLES D. SPIELBERGER, Ph.D., ABPP
President, IAAP, 1998–2002
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Academic Failure, Prevention of

Mary Ann Rafoth
Indiana University of Pennsylvania, Indiana, Pennsylvania, USA

1. Defining Academic Failure

2. Causes of Academic Failure

3. Preventing Early School Failure

4. Preventing Failure in the Intermediate Grades and Middle

School

5. Preventing Academic Failure in High School

6. Conclusion

Further Reading

GLOSSARY

basic skills The skills associated with functional literacy,

including reading decoding and comprehension skills,

math calculation and problem solving, and writing.

cooperative learning An instructional approach that uses

peer groups to facilitate and reinforce learning.

curriculum-based assessment An assessment approach that

uses students’ progress in their actual curriculum as a

measurement point.

emergent literacy The recognition of environmental print

that leads to gradual understanding of the role of letters

and words in written language.

learning disability A discrepancy between a student’s mea-

sured ability and actual achievement caused by a dysfunc-

tion in a basic neuropsychological process.

learning strategy A voluntary activity students use to facil-

itate remembering, learning, or problem solving.

mastery learning An instructional approach that allows stu-

dents to repeat instruction and assessment until compe-

tency is achieved.

peer tutoring An instructional approach that uses peers to

reinforce classroom instruction by providing individual

instruction to students.

phonological awareness Children’s awareness of the way in

which words sound, particularly rhyme and alliteration

and the ability to blend sounds, recognize onset rime

(initial sounds), and identify sound units.

retention The practice of requiring a student to repeat a

grade or requiring a child of appropriate chronological

age to delay entry to kindergarten or first grade.

school readiness The set of skills children need to learn

successfully in school.

social promotion The practice of promoting a student to the

next grade even when skills or knowledge sets to be

mastered at that level have not been mastered.

team teaching An instructional approach that allows teach-

ers, often with different areas of expertise, to share

instructional duties.

Prevention of academic failure is a serious challenge

because children who fail academically experience

significant social and economic challenges throughout

their lives. Causes of academic failure include familial,

socioeconomic, and cultural issues that lead to a lack

of readiness for school, academic, instructional, and
motivational problems as well as physiological,

cognitive, and neurological barriers to learning.

Attempts to help students who are experiencing

academic failure fall into three categories: prevention,

intervention, and remediation. Preventive approaches

A
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aim to stop academic failure before it occurs. Early
intervention programs aim to catch children during

key developmental periods and facilitate development

and readiness skills. Remediation programs are usually

applied when students have demonstrated significant

skill deficits and are experiencing significant academic

failure. Special education programs often take this form,

as do other kinds of academic accommodations for

students identified with special needs.

1. DEFINING ACADEMIC FAILURE

A lot depends on children’s success in school—their

self-esteem, their sense of identity, their future

employability. Preventing academic failure means

that we, as a society, are much more likely to produce

individuals who feel confident about their ability to

contribute to the common good, whose literacy skills

are competent, and who are able to hold jobs success-
fully. Thus, prevention of academic failure should be

a primary concern for any society. But exactly what is

meant by academic failure? What does the term con-

note? Generations of schoolchildren since the 1920s,

when the system of grade progression began, have

equated academic failure with retention in grade.

School failure meant literally failing to progress onto

the next grade, with the assumption that the skills and
knowledge taught in that grade had not been mas-

tered. To have flunked multiple grades quickly led to

quitting school altogether—the ultimate academic

failure.

More recently, academic failure has come to mean a

failure to acquire the basic skills of literacy. Students

who were unable to read at a functional level, to

communicate effectively through writing, and to com-
plete basic math calculations were seen as representing

a failure of the academic system even though they

might hold high school diplomas. The practice of

moving students on from one grade to the next even

though they might not have mastered basic competen-

cies associated with lower grade levels is often referred

to as social promotion. This type of academic failure

led to calls for an increased emphasis on basic skills,
that is, the ‘‘three R’s’’—reading, (w)riting, and (a)rith-

metic—in public education. Partly in reaction to

emphasis on basic skills, a third interpretation of aca-

demic failure has also emerged. In this view, academic

failure occurs not only when students fail to master

basic skills but also when they emerge from school

without the ability to think critically, problem solve,

learn independently, and work collaboratively with
others—a skill set deemed necessary for success in a

digital age. This underachievement symbolizes a sig-

nificant loss of intellectual capital for a culture. Finally,

statistics show that students who do not complete high

school are much more likely to need welfare support,

have difficulties with the law and police, and struggle

economically and socially throughout their lives. Thus,

academic failure ultimately means both the failure to
acquire the skill sets expected to be learned and the

failure to acquire official documentation of achieve-

ment by the school system.

2. CAUSES OF ACADEMIC FAILURE

Students struggle academically for many reasons,

including familial, socioeconomic, and cultural issues

that lead to a lack of readiness for school, academic,

instructional, and motivational problems as well as
physiological, cognitive, and neurological barriers to

learning. Early school failure often occurs because

children enter the structured school environment not

ready to learn.

2.1. School Readiness

School readiness refers to the idea that children need
a certain set of skills to learn and work successfully in

school. Often this term refers to whether or not chil-

dren have reached the necessary emotional, behav-

ioral, and cognitive maturity to start school in

addition to how well they would adapt to the class-

room environment. To create some consensus about

when a child should begin school, states designate

a specific cutoff date. If a child reaches a certain age
by the cutoff (usually 5 years for kindergarten and

6 years for first grade), the child may begin school.

However, cutoff dates are arbitrary and vary consider-

ably across nations, and age is not the best determi-

nant or most accurate measure of whether or not a

child is ready to begin school. Research has suggested

that we must look at all aspects of children’s lives—

their cognitive, social, emotional, and motor develop-
ment—to get an accurate idea of their readiness to

enter school. Most important, children’s readiness for

school is affected by their early home, parental, and

preschool experiences.

Stated in its simplest form, school readiness means

that a child is ready to enter a social environment that

is focused primarily on education. The following list of

2 Academic Fa i lu re , Prevent ion o f



behaviors and characteristics are often associated with
school readiness:

� Ability to follow structured daily routines
� Ability to dress independently
� Ability to work independently with supervision
� Ability to listen and pay attention to what someone

else is saying
� Ability to get along with and cooperate with other

children
� Ability to play with other children
� Ability to follow simple rules
� Ability to work with puzzles, scissors, coloring,

paints, and the like
� Ability to write own name or to acquire the skill with

instruction
� Ability to count or acquire skills with instruction
� Ability to recite the alphabet
� Ability to identify both shapes and colors
� Ability to identify sound units in words and to

recognize rhyme

Family environment is very important in shaping

children’s early development. Some family factors that

can influence school readiness include low family

economic risk (poor readiness for school is associated
with poverty), stable family structure (children from

stable two-parent homes tend to have stronger

school readiness than do children from one-parent

homes and from homes where caregivers change fre-

quently), and enriched home environment (children

from homes where parents talk with their children,

engage them in conversation, read to them, and engage

in forms of discipline such as ‘‘time-out’’ that encou-
rage self-discipline have stronger readiness skills).

Children’s readiness to read, in particular, has gained

greater attention from educators recently as the devel-

opmental precursors to reading have become more

evident. During the preschool years, children develop

emerging literacy skills—preacademic skills that allow

children to develop a disposition to read, write, and

compute. Children are ready to read when they have
developed an ear for the way in which words sound and

can identify rhyme and alliteration, blend sounds, recog-

nize onset rime (initial sounds), and identify sound units

in words. Together, these skills are called phonological

awareness and usually emerge in children between 2 and

6 years of age. Children with good phonological aware-

ness skills usually learn to read quickly. Children who

are poor readers have weak phonological skills, and
children who do not learn to read fail in school.

Another important readiness skill that helps children

to learn to read is called print awareness. Print aware-
ness means that children are capable of the following:

� Knowing the difference between pictures and print
� Recognizing environmental print (e.g., stop signs,

McDonald’s, Kmart)
� Understanding that print can appear alone or with

pictures
� Recognizing that print occurs in different media

(e.g., pencil, crayon, ink)
� Recognizing that print occurs on different surfaces

(e.g., paper, computer screen, billboard)
� Understanding that words are read right to left
� Understanding that the lines of text are read from

top to bottom
� Understanding the function of white space between

words
� Understanding that the print corresponds to speech

word for word
� Knowing the difference between letters and words

Children also need to learn book-handling skills such

as orienting a book correctly and recognizing the begin-

ning and the end of a book. Children who begin school

without these basic readiness skills are at risk for school

failure. The use of screening assessments during pre-
school and kindergarten to identify students who may

be at risk for academic failure, particularly in the area

of phonemic awareness, has been shown to be a sound

method of predicting which children will have difficulty

in learning to read. Most likely to be retained in kinder-

garten are children who are chronologically young for

their grade, developmentally delayed, and/or living in

poverty.

2.2. Academic, Instructional,
and Motivational Reasons

Children who do not master basic reading skills, specifi-

cally the ability to automatically decode new words and

build a sight word vocabulary that leads to fluency,

experience academic failure. By third grade, learning to

read has become reading to learn. In other words, in third

grade the curriculum becomes focused much less on
teaching students to acquire the basic tools of literacy

(reading, writing, and computing) and much more on

using those tools to learn content, express ideas, and

solve problems. At this point, students are likely to be

given content textbooks in science and social studies and

to read nonfiction for the purpose of gaining new infor-

mation. Thus, the inability to read effectively and to learn

Academic Fa i lur e , Prevent ion o f 3



to study independently often leads to failure at the ele-
mentary and middle school levels and also creates pro-

found motivation problems at the high school level that

contribute to the ultimate school failure—dropping out.

The inability to master key concepts in pivotal classes

such as algebra, now typically taken at the middle or

junior high school level, often limits students’ ability to

proceed in coursework. Students may fail to understand

algebraic concepts due to their developmental level.
(Many students are stilling thinking in concrete terms

in middle school and have not yet moved into a stage of

cognitive thinking allowing them to understand formal

logic and manipulate symbols—a developmental source

of failure.) In addition, some students might not have

automatized basic arithmetic skills, particularly comput-

ing with fractions—an academic or instructional failure.

Some students may have become turned off to math and
accepted self-images that permit poor math skills—

a motivational failure. Finally, many students will fail

algebra for all of these reasons, and the impact will often

be that they will finish school in a nonacademic or basic

track or might even drop out.

Thus, academic and instructional reasons for school

failure include the effectiveness of the instruction a

student has received and the quality of remediation
strategies or programs available. The following is a

typical example that illustrates academic and instruc-

tional reasons for school failure. A teacher reports that a

student is having difficulty in getting beyond the primer

level in reading and is being considered for retention.

The child was assessed as having average intelligence.

No behavioral or attention problems were noted. Closer

inspections of the student’s reading skills indicated that
she had poor phonological skills and was not profiting

from the type of classroom reading instruction she was

receiving that depended heavily on auditory phonics

instruction stressing ‘‘sounding out words’’ and match-

ing sound–symbol connections. Appropriate interven-

tions included using techniques to build up a sight

word vocabulary through repetition and distributed

learning and introducing the student to a visual decod-
ing system to provide her with a method for reading

unknown words by analyzing the words and breaking

them down into more familiar visual units.

2.3. Physiological, Neurological,
and Cognitive Reasons

Imagine a child spending most of the year in kinder-

garten with an undetected hearing loss that has made it

very difficult for her to benefit from instruction.
Imagine another child in first grade struggling to learn

because her vision impairment has not been caught or

corrected. Similarly, students suffering from a variety of

conditions and illnesses, such as childhood diabetes,

asthma and allergy-related problems, and sickle cell

anemia, may have difficulty in maintaining energy and

attention in school due to chronic fatigue and the

impact of medications. Children may also suffer from
orthopedic or motor impairments that make it difficult

for them to explore their environment, interact with

others, and/or master tasks that demand motor skills.

Students who suffer from various kinds of neurolog-

ical disorders or learning disabilities may also have

cognitive learning problems that make it difficult for

their brains to process information, interpret sounds

and symbols efficiently in reading, calculate and
understand number concepts, and/or write effectively.

Other children may have cognitive deficits, such as

mental retardation, that limit their ability to absorb

and apply regular classroom instruction. Children

with attention deficit disorders have difficulty in

directing and maintaining their attention, may exhibit

impulsive behavior, and have trouble in interacting

independently in typical classroom environments with-
out support. Specialized and/or special education inter-

ventions are designed to provide individualized

strategies and approaches for students who have phy-

siological-based learning problems interfering with

their ability to learn.

3. PREVENTING EARLY SCHOOL
FAILURE

3.1. Early Intervention Programs

Programmatic interventions may include developing

screening programs to identify children at risk for

school failure and to ensure early access to readiness

programs already available in the school or community

such as Head Start. Many states are now developing

guidelines for children age 6 years or under based on

the National Association for the Education of Young
Children’s (NAEYC) list of developmentally appropri-

ate practices. The major challenge facing early inter-

vention programs is to provide developmentally and

individually appropriate learning environments for all

children. Essential ingredients to successful preschool

experiences include small group and individualized

teacher-directed activities as well as child-initiated

4 Academic Fa i lu re , Prevent ion o f



activities. Quality programs recognize the importance
of play and view teachers as facilitators of learning.

3.2. Preventing School Failure in
the Elementary Grades

Full day kindergarten (as opposed to half day) pro-

grams provide more time for field trips, activity cen-

ters, projects, and free play. At-risk students who

attend rigorous yet nurturing full day programs have

a greater chance of experiencing academic success.

Full day kindergarten programs help increase aca-

demic achievement as well as decrease the number of
children retained in the early elementary grades.

Research shows that full day kindergarten programs

for children who come from disadvantaged back-

grounds lead to stronger achievement in basic skill

areas and generally better preparation for first grade.

Table I summarizes the research on full-day kinder-

garten. Any decisions about whether or not to schedule

full- or half-day programs should recognize that what a
child is doing during the kindergarten day is more

important than the length of the school day.

The instructional technology that enables classroom

teachers to meet the needs of students of different skill

levels is already available, but in many cases teachers

do not have access to that technology. Reading inter-

ventions that provide intensive, early, and individua-

lized help that targets a child’s specific weaknesses
(e.g., Success for All, Reading Recovery, Direct

Instruction) have been shown to be effective in reduc-

ing early reading failure. Instructional approaches

such as mastery learning, adaptive education, team

teaching, cooperative learning, peer tutoring, and

curriculum-based assessment are methods that have

been shown to produce academic gains in students of

all achievement levels in the elementary grades.
Recently, technology has offered greater individualiza-

tion of instruction and increased flexibility in allowing

students to progress at their own pace and to respond

to instruction.

TABLE I
Research Summary: Full-Day Versus Half-Day Kindergarten Programming

Research on effects of full-day programs on

achievement

Research on effects of full-day

programs with educationally

disadvantaged and low-SES

children

Research on other effects of full-day versus

half-day programs

Full-day programs increase long-term

achievement.

Full-day programs allow for

greater opportunity for

assessment and screening.

Full-day programs have been shown to

raise children’s self-esteem,

independence, and creativity. There is

no evidence that the curriculum is

more individualized or innovative.

Full-day programs produce higher

reading scores in second and third

grades.

Full-day programs result in

higher academic and social

gains.

Parental involvement is diminished in

full-day programs.

Full-day programs result in fewer grade

retentions, higher report card marks,

and higher scores on standardized tests.

Full-day programs allow for

more informal and formal

instructional time on an

individual basis.

Full-day programs are not found to cause

excessive fatigue or stress in children.

Full-day programs provide more time for

individualized instruction, academics,

and the reinforcement of children’s

positive self-images.

Full-day programs provide

access to nutritional lunch as

well as breakfast.

Full-day programs allow for an unhurried

relaxed school day with more variety of

experiences.

Full-day programs are found to have no

effect on achievement.

Title I children have

significantly higher

achievement in full-day

programs.

Children in full-day programs have been

shown to be less likely to be dependent,

shy, and withdrawn. Children in half-

day programs spend more time in large

groups than in free play.

Note. SES, socioeconomic status.
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4. PREVENTING FAILURE IN
THE INTERMEDIATE GRADES

AND MIDDLE SCHOOL

Remedial programs, such as the Title I or Chapter 1

programs, have also been used to remediate early skill

deficits in reading and math. However, developing inter-

vention programs, such as after-school tutoring and

summer school courses, might not be sufficient to
make up serious deficits in short amounts of time and

cannot take the place of preventive systemic approaches.

The use of learning strategies instruction has been

shown to be very effective in improving study skills

and performance in middle school students. Because

unsuccessful middle school students often lack basic

strategic learning skills, intervention programs should

also target these areas. Similarly, approaches that use
learning, problem-solving, and memory strategies are

the most effective interventions in terms of producing

actual gains in student achievement in the classroom.

5. PREVENTING ACADEMIC
FAILURE IN HIGH SCHOOL

At the secondary level, development of reentry pro-

grams for dropouts and alternative education pro-
grams, such as those that combine teaching skills with

job training, are essential to prevent further academic

failure. Research on academic failure at the secondary

level has generally examined the relationships between

grade retention and attendance, suspension, and self-

concept, with an emphasis on the correlation between

retention and dropout rates. Academic failure at the

high school level is related to attendance and suspen-
sion rates. In general, students who are failing do not

attend school on a regular basis. In addition, students

who have been retained prior to the secondary level are

less likely to attend school on a regular basis in junior

and senior high school. Furthermore, regardless of the

grade in which retention occurs, secondary students

who have been retained often exhibit low self-esteem.

Many studies have reported that students who drop
out are five times more likely to have repeated a grade

than are students who eventually graduate. Being

retained twice virtually guarantees that a student will

drop out of school, and grade retention alone has been

identified as the single most powerful predictor of

dropping out. The dropout rate of overage students is

appreciably higher than the dropout rate of regularly

promoted students when reading achievement scores
are equivalent for the two groups. Even in high-

socioeconomic school districts, where students are

less likely to leave school, a significant increase in

dropout rates has been found for retained students.

Successful programs at the high school level often

have two characteristics: (a) one or more individuals

who develop relationships with students individually

and monitor their progress carefully and (b) some
mechanism to allow students who have failed courses

and lost credits to regain these credits in quicker than

normal time, allowing for graduation at the expected

time. Simply put, successful programs must address the

motivational issues that have developed by adolescence

and the lack of academic achievement identity typically

present in students who drop out of school. School-

to-work programs that combine vocational counseling
with on-the-job experience are successful ways in which

to increase a sense of academic competence while

connecting to students’ current self-concepts and needs.

6. CONCLUSION

Attempts to help students who are experiencing aca-

demic failure fall into three categories: prevention,

intervention, and remediation. Preventive approaches

aim to stop academic failure before it occurs. Early
intervention programs from birth to 5 years of age,

for example, aim to catch children during key devel-

opmental periods and facilitate development and readi-

ness skills. Intervention programs, such as Robert

Slavin’s Success for All program, aim to intervene as

soon as students begin to show signs of slipping behind

their peers. Intervention plans may also be designed

under Section 504 of the Americans with Disabilities
Act, which mandates accommodations in the instruc-

tional environment for students who have physical or

neurological problems that may interfere with their

ability to learn or succeed in a typical classroom.

Remediation programs are usually applied when stu-

dents have demonstrated significant skill deficits and

are experiencing significant academic failure. Special

education programs often take this form, as do other
kinds of academic accommodations for students iden-

tified with special needs.

Of course, early identification and prevention of

academic problems is always preferable to later inter-

vention and remediation. Thus, systemic solutions that

target early reading deficits, independent learning skills,

and motivational problems from a developmental
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perspective are essential to the prevention of academic
failure. Working to change school practices will require

sharing the research with educators, conducting evalua-

tions on the outcomes of alternative interventions at the

local level, and lobbying at the state level to promote

changes in policy and to advocate for alternative service

delivery systems that more effectively meet the needs

of students experiencing school failure. Successful pro-

grams to boost student achievement, however, must
attack underachievement in three key areas. These key

areas—early reading intervention, acquisition of strate-

gic learning and study skills, and motivation to

achieve—are highly related to school failure.

First, acquisition of basic reading skills must be

addressed. If students underachieve in the primary

grades, it is most often because they have failed to

learn to read. Kindergarten screenings should include
an assessment of phonological awareness. Children

identified with weak skills should be targeted for inter-

vention through phonological awareness training in

kindergarten. Prekindergarten programs for high-risk

students are recommended. Students should be tracked

using curriculum-based assessments of oral reading in

the primary grades. Any student who falls behind the

average rate of acquisition for his or her class should
receive an individualized analysis of reading skill and

additional after-school intervention based on that ana-

lysis to allow the student to ‘‘catch up’’ to classmates.

This early, intensive, and individualized intervention

allows for all students to enter the intermediate grades

as able readers. Some students with special needs might

not progress at the same rate as their classmates, but

they too will benefit from early reading interventions.
Second, students must acquire independent learning

and study skills during the intermediate and middle

school years if they are to maximize achievement and

be competitive in the job market of tomorrow. Many

students underachieve in middle school because they

lack the organizational and learning strategies to mas-

ter the demands of the upper grades. Embedded

approaches to strategy instruction facilitate generaliza-
tion and encourage students to use all of their mental

tools. Assessment of students’ study skills and meta-

cognitive development (i.e., the degree to which they

are aware of and control their own cognitive processes)

leads directly to specific interventions.

Third, students in high school often underachieve
because they lack the motivation to excel academically.

They often have failed to incorporate pictures of them-

selves as successful students into their self-concepts.

Through a variety of approaches, including staff in-

service, a study skills coach approach to peer tutoring,

and an individualized profile of each student’s study

style and vocational options, increased academic com-

petence and a value for academic work can be built.
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GLOSSARY

academic enablers Nonacademic skills, behaviors, and atti-

tudes that permit students to benefit from instruction.

academic engaged time The proportion of instructional time

in which students are actively engaged in learning.

academic intervention A modification in the classroom envi-

ronment and/or instructional practices designed to pro-

duce positive changes in academic performance.

intervention assistance programs (IAPs) Programs based on a

consultation model of service delivery and designed to

help teachers provide interventions in the regular class-

room for difficult-to-teach students; they are also called

prereferral intervention programs.

intervention scripts Detailed guidelines to assist intervention

agents in delivering an intervention as intended.

social validity The degree to which an intervention is judged

as acceptable and important by intervention participants

and stakeholders, including the social significance of the

goals, the social acceptability of the procedures, and the

social importance of the outcomes.

treatment integrity The degree to which an intervention is

implemented as planned.

This article reviews the field of academic interventions.

It describes types and targets of academic interventions;

intervention delivery systems; guidelines relating to the

selection, implementation, and evaluation of academic
interventions; and selected evidence-based strategies.

1. OVERVIEW

Today’s educators are encountering increasing num-

bers and proportions of students who have trouble

achieving at grade-level expectations. Whether these

students are termed difficult to teach, learning dis-

abled, or at risk, they fail to respond to traditional

instructional methods. The need for academic inter-
ventions is underscored by reports from the National

Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) indicating

that fewer than one-third of American fourth- and

eighth-grade students are performing at proficient

levels in reading, mathematics, and writing. Recent

federal legislation, including the 1997 reauthorization

of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act,

which promotes the use of interventions prior to refer-
ral for special education services, and the reautho-

rization of the Elementary and Secondary Education

Act in the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, with

its mandates for empirically validated practices, is

also spurring interest in strategies that can enhance

teachers’ capacity to meet students’ needs and students’

capacity to respond to instruction.
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2. TYPES OF ACADEMIC PROBLEMS

Academic problems may be characterized as skill

deficits, fluency deficits, performance deficits, or some

combination of these. Skill deficits refer to deficiencies

reflecting inadequate mastery of previously taught

academic skills. Fluency deficits refer to deficiencies in
the rate at which skills are performed accurately.

Students with performance deficits possess adequate

skills and fluency but do not produce work of satisfac-

tory quantity, quality, or both. Many of the interven-

tions presented in Table I are designed to enhance skill

acquisition and fluency by increasing opportunities to

respond to academic material. Others target perfor-

mance problems by using self-monitoring or contin-
gency-based procedures, especially group-oriented

contingencies that capitalize on peer influence to

encourage academic productivity and motivation.

3. INTERVENTION DELIVERY
SYSTEMS

Academic interventions can be implemented through a
variety of delivery systems, including (a) case-centered

teacher consultation, (b) small-group or classroom-

centered teacher consultation, (c) staff development

programs, and (d) intervention assistance programs

(IAPs). For academic interventions with a home com-

ponent, intervention services can be delivered through

case-centered parent consultation, parent training

programs, or parent participation in IAPs.

3.1. Intervention Assistance
Programs

IAPs are based on a consultation model of service deliv-

ery and are designed to increase the success of difficult-

to-teach students in the regular classroom by providing

consultative assistance to teachers. Since the 1990s, IAPs

have become widespread, with the majority of states now

requiring or recommending interventions prior to special

education referral. Several IAP approaches based on
collaborative consultative models of service delivery

have been developed to meet the needs of difficult-to-

teach students in the regular classroom. These models

fall into two general categories depending on whether

special education personnel are involved. Key factors in

successful implementation and maintenance of IAPs in-

clude administrative support, provision of high-quality

interventions, and support of teachers during the inter-
vention process. Although an increasing body of evi-

dence supports the efficacy of IAPs in reducing referrals

to special education and improving teachers’ attitudes

toward diverse learners, relatively few studies have docu-

mented that IAPs produce measurable gains in student

performance, and many of the studies reporting academic

improvement suffer from methodological problems.

4. GUIDELINES FOR
SELECTING, IMPLEMENTING,

AND EVALUATING
ACADEMIC INTERVENTIONS

In designing interventions for students with academic

problems, intervention effectiveness can be enhanced by

following nine guidelines that are presented in Table II

and serve as the foundation for the discussion that
follows. The guidelines reflect the importance of balanc-

ing treatment efficacy with usability considerations to

accommodate the realities of today’s classrooms.

4.1. Selecting Academic
Interventions

Despite the growing database of evidence-based interven-
tions, studies indicate that teachers and IAPs continue to

rely on interventions characterized by familiarity or ease

of implementation rather than on those with documented

effectiveness. The importance of considering efficacy in

intervention selection has been underscored by the

Task Force on Evidence-Based Interventions in School

Psychology, jointly sponsored by the Division of School

Psychology of the American Psychological Association
and the Society for the Study of School Psychology and

endorsed by the National Association of School

Psychologists. Founded in 1998 as an effort to bridge the

often-cited gap between research and practice, the Task

Force has developed a framework with specific efficacy

criteria for evaluating empirically supported intervention

and prevention programs described in the literature.

Consultants should also give priority to proactive
interventions that help teachers to create learning

environments that prevent academic problems from

occurring by promoting on-task behavior and productiv-

ity rather than using reactive strategies that are applied

after problems have already developed. Academic

achievement is significantly related to the amount of

time allotted for instruction and to academic engagement

10 Academic In te rven t ions



TABLE I
Descriptions of Selected Academic Interventions

a

Intervention Treatment components Description Target(s)

Primary

intervention

agent(s)

Interventions to improve academic productivity

Self-management Goal setting Students set goals for On-task behavior Students

Self-monitoring work completion Classwork completion

Self-evaluation and/or accuracy and and/or accuracy

Self-reinforcement monitor their own

progress

Homework completion

and/or accuracy

Academic achievement

Classwide

peer tutoring

Increased opportunities

to respond

Students practice oral reading,

math facts, or other basic

academic skills in pairs

On-task behavior

Classwork completion

and/or accuracy

Peers

Timing

Self-management Academic achievement

Peer-mediated instruction and

feedback

Error correction

Interventions to improve reading performance

Listening previewing Modeling Students read a passage aloud

after listening to a proficient

reader read the same passage

Reading accuracy and

fluency

Teacher, peers,

or parentsGuided practice

Performance feedback

Error correction

Collaborative

strategic

reading

Strategic instruction Students learn four basic reading

strategies and then work in pairs

or groups to implement the

strategies

Reading comprehension and

vocabulary

Teacher and

peersModeling

Study skillsGuided practice and feedback

Peer-mediated instruction and

feedback

Interventions to improve mathematics performance

Cover–copy–

compare

Increased opportunities to respond Students respond to questions,

compare their answers with

instructional prompts, and correct

their own errors

Academic productivity,

accuracy, and fluency

Teacher

Error correction

Timing

Self-instruction, evaluation, and

reinforcement

Continues



Continued

Intervention Treatment components Description Target(s)

Primary

intervention

agent(s)

Reciprocal peer

tutoring

Increased opportunities to respond Tutoring pairs select their own

math goals and practice

computational skills in pairs

Mathematics productivity,

accuracy, and fluency

Peers

Error correction

Timing

Self-management

Peer-mediated instruction and

feedback

Home-based reinforcement

(optional)

Interventions to improve written language performance

Self-regulated strategy

development in

writing

Explicit teaching In a series of lessons, students

learn writing skills and strategies

as well as procedures for

regulating strategy use and the

writing process

Writing mechanics Teacher

Modeling Written expression skills Peers

Guided feedback Attitudes toward writing

Goal setting

Self-monitoring, self-instruction,

and self-reinforcement

Collaborative practice

Self-recording of

writing productivity

Goal setting Students evaluate their progress in

writing by counting and

recording the numbers of

words they write

Writing fluency Students

Self-monitoring Writing productivity

Self-evaluation Attitudes toward writing

Individual or group reinforcement

(optional)

Interventions to promote academic enablers

Public posting Performance Student grades or work completion

rates are displayed individually

or by teams

On-task behavior Teacher

Feedback

Teacher praise

Classwork completion

and/or accuracy

Individual or group contingencies

(optional)

Homework completion

and/or accuracy

School-home notes Performance feedback Students share ratings of academic

productivity, and/or achievement

with parents and may receive

social or material rewards for

improvement

Classroom behavior Teacher

Teacher and parent praise

Home-based contingencies

(optional)

Classwork and/or

homework accuracy

and/or productivity

Parent

Attitudes toward school

aAdapted from Evidence-Based School Interventions by N. Rathvon (in press) New York: Guilford Press. Adapted with permission.



rates, that is, the proportion of instructional time in

which students are actively engaged in learning as

demonstrated by behaviors such as paying attention,

working on assignments, and participating in class

discussions. Although all students profit from proactive
strategies that increase instructional time and academic

engagement, such interventions are especially important

for diverse learners, who are more likely to need addi-

tional practice on academic tasks to keep up with their

grade peers.

Academic interventions should be minimally intrusive

so that they can be implemented in regular classroom

settings without unduly disrupting instructional and
management routines. Interventions with low ecological

validity (i.e., strategies that require major alterations in

classroom procedures or cumbersome reinforcement

delivery systems) are unlikely to become integrated into

regular education routines. Priority should also be given

to strategies that benefit more than one student.
Traditional case-centered intervention approaches di-

rected at a single low-performing student are of limited

utility in enhancing teachers’ overall instructional effec-

tiveness and can be very time-consuming. Group-focused

strategies are both time- and labor-efficient, are more

acceptable to teachers and students alike, and foster

a positive classroom climate by incorporating peer

influence.
Moreover, intervention targets and procedures

should be reviewed in terms of their social validity.

Although many interventions target on-task behavior,

increasing on-task behavior is less socially significant

as an intervention goal than is enhancing rates of aca-

demic responding because increasing on-task behavior

does not necessarily result in higher student achieve-

ment. Although there is little systematic research on
the benefits of involving parents and students in

designing interventions, input should be obtained

from all stakeholders on the acceptability of proposed

intervention goals and procedures.

In designing interventions, consultants must be sensi-

tive not only to individual differences but also to differ-

ences in cultural values and norms. For example,

interventions that provide concrete operant reinforcers
for academic performance might be considered

unacceptable by individuals from certain cultures.

Unfortunately, little research to date has examined the

relative efficacy and acceptability of various academic

interventions with culturally and linguistically diverse

learners. However, by maintaining an awareness of their

own ethnocentrism and encouraging an open dialogue

throughout the intervention process, consultants will be
better prepared to adjust intervention services to address

the needs of stakeholders from nonmainstream groups.

4.2. Implementing Academic
Interventions

Regardless of the quality of the intervention design and

the documented efficacy of the intervention compo-

nents, no strategy will be effective in improving stu-

dent achievement unless the teacher implements it
accurately and consistently, that is, with treatment in-

tegrity. In the absence of treatment integrity measures,

there is no way to determine whether changes in aca-

demic performance are due to the effects of the inter-

vention or to factors that are unrelated to intervention

components. Among the factors influencing treatment

integrity are (a) intervention complexity, (b) time and

TABLE II
Best Practices in Selecting, Implementing, and

Evaluating Academic Interventionsa

A. Select research-based strategies with a documented

history of success with the target student population,

target setting, and target skill or subskill.

B. Give priority to strategies that are proactive in nature and

have the potential of enhancing the achievement of

groups of students.

C. Select interventions that are minimally intrusive, fit into

the ecology of the classroom setting, and capitalize on the

human and material resources already present in school

ecosystems.

D. Involve key stakeholders, including teachers, parents,

and students themselves, if developmentally appropriate,

in the intervention process.

E. Be sensitive to cultural diversity issues in the consultation

and intervention processes.

F. Use a variety of training formats to expand teachers’

knowledge of interventions and the intervention process.

G. Build in treatment integrity checks to ensure accurate

implementation.

H. Provide classroom-based assistance to teachers in the

form of modeling, guided practice, and feedback during

the implementation and evaluation phases.

I. Design evaluation strategies for assessing changes in

student performance that are reliable, valid, and practical

for regular classroom teachers.

aAdapted from Effective School Interventions: Strategies for

Enhancing Academic Achievement and Social Competence by

N. Rathvon, 1999, New York: Guilford Press. Copyright 1999 by

Guilford Press. Adapted with permission.
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material resources required for implementation, (c) the
number of intervention agents, (d) efficacy (actual and

as perceived by the intervention agents and stake-

holders), and (e) the motivation of the intervention

agents and stakeholders. Strategies for enhancing treat-

ment integrity include (a) delivering interventions by

means of a videotape or an audiotape, (b) documenting

consultation contacts, (c) using an intervention man-

ual or script, (d) having a written intervention plan, and

(e) providing direct feedback to intervention agents
during implementation. Table III presents an interven-

tion script for listening previewing, a strategy targeting

reading achievement. Treatment integrity can be

assessed by direct observation, videotaping or audiotap-

ing intervention sessions, or teacher-, parent-, or stu-

dent-completed fidelity checklists.

Consultants seeking to help teachers implement

classroom strategies must be prepared to provide

TABLE III
Listening Previewing

a

Overview

Listening previewing, also termed passage previewing, has been shown to improve oral reading performance for a variety of

student populations. In this intervention, the teacher reads the assigned passage aloud while students follow along silently

prior to independent reading. Higher reading rates have been obtained with bilingual learners and students with learning

disabilities, as well as with students in general education. Listening reviewing has also been shown to be superior in improving

reading performance to previewing by the traditional silent reading method. Variations include using peers, parents, or tutors

as passage previewers.

Purpose

To enhance reading accuracy and fluency by providing an opportunity for students to hear what they will read prior to reading

it for themselves.

Materials

1. Stopwatch or watch with second hand (for assessment component)

2. Sheets of paper or copies of students’ reading passages for marking oral reading errors (optional)

3. Notebooks or folders with loose-leaf paper for graphing words read correctly per minute (WCPM) rates, one per student

(optional)

Observation (Select one or both)

Option 1

1. Administer curriculum-based measurement (CBM) oral reading probes to the students in a reading group or a group of

selected students by having each student read a 2-minute timed sample from the previous day’s reading passage.

2. Calculate each student’s WCPM rate by subtracting the number of errors from the total number of words read and then

dividing that figure by two (for number of minutes).

3. Record and graph (or have students graph) WCPM rates.

Option 2

1. Calculate scores on reading skill sheets, quizzes, or end-of-unit tests for all of the students in a reading group or for selected

students for 5 to 10 days or for several weeks.

Procedure

1. Divide the reading lesson into passages according to the number of students in the reading group.

2. Tell the students to follow along as you read the first passage aloud.

3. After completing the first listening preview, have the first student read that passage aloud.

4. Repeat this process until you have previewed the entire reading lesson and each student in the reading group has read aloud.

If desired, record the number of errors (mispronunciations, substitutions, and omissions) on your copy of the passage or on

a separate sheet of paper.

5. Calculate and graph WCPM rates for students in the reading group as often as possible (at least once a week for several

weeks) or teach students to chart their own progress on line graphs in their work folders.

Continues
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support with many aspects of the intervention process.

Although teachers must implement the strategy, studies

suggest that treatment integrity and, ultimately, the
success of the intervention are related to the degree

to which classroom-based assistance is provided to

teachers during implementation. For example, IAPs in

which a designated case manager works collaboratively

with the referring teacher throughout the implementa-

tion process are more likely to report measurable gains

in student performance than are IAPs lacking such

support systems.

4.3. Evaluating Academic
Interventions

Systematically evaluating performance change not only

provides information that is useful in monitoring and

increasing intervention effectiveness but also contributes

to teachers’ maintenance of interventions by

demonstrating that positive change is occurring.

Although researchers have developed several measures

for assessing teachers’ perceptions of changes in students’

academic performance, it is important to assess actual
student outcomes and not merely teachers’ or parents’

perceptions of improvement. Similarly, researchers have

often evaluated the effects of academic interventions in

terms of task completion rates without regard for accu-

racy or the absolute level of achievement. Ultimately, the

effectiveness of academic interventions should be evalu-

ated in terms of meaningful changes in students’ academ-

ic achievement relative to grade-level expectations.

4.3.1. Curriculum-Based Assessment

In recent years, intervention-oriented researchers

have developed alternative assessment methodologies

to traditional norm-referenced tests with the goal of

identifying students in need of supplementary academic

services and documenting the effectiveness of school-

based interventions. One of these methods, curriculum-

based assessment (CBA), refers to a set of procedures

Continued

Evaluation (Select one or both)

Option 1

1. Compare WCPM rates for the target students before and after implementation.

Option 2

1. Compare scores on reading skill sheets, quizzes, or end-of-unit tests for the target students before and after implementation.

Variations

1. Have parent volunteers, aides, or peer tutors conduct the listening previews.

2. Divide the class into pairs, with a higher performing student paired with a lower performing student. Have the higher

performing students read first to serve as models for the lower performing students.

3. Prerecord (or have aides, parent volunteers, or high-performing students prerecord) selected reading passages for

independent listening previews at listening stations in the classroom.

4. To enhance vocabulary and comprehension, have previewers discuss the meaning of important words in the text with the

students prior to having the students read.

Notes

Including a self-monitoring component by having students graph their WCPM performance increases motivation and enhances

the effectiveness of this intervention.

Sources

Rose, T. L. (1984). The effects of two prepractice procedures on oral reading. Journal of Learning Disabilities, 17, 544–548.

Rose, T. L., & Sherry, L. (1984). Relative effects of two previewing procedures on LD adolescents’ oral reading performance.

Learning Disability Quarterly, 7, 39–44.

Rousseau, J. K., Tam, B. K., & Ramnarain, R. (1993). Increasing the reading proficiency of language-minority students with

speech and language impairments. Education and Treatment of Children, 16, 254–271.

aAdapted from Effective School Interventions: Strategies for Enhancing Academic Achievement and Social Competence (pp. 168–170) by

N. Rathvon, 1999, New York: Guilford Press. Copyright 1999 by Guilford Press. Adapted with permission.
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