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Program description1

Research

Effectiveness

1. The descriptive information for this program was obtained from publicly available sources: the program’s web site (http://www.failurefreeonline.com/
index_parents.php, downloaded April, 2007) and the research literature (Torgesen et al., 2006). The WWC requests developers to review the program 
description sections for accuracy from their perspective. Further verification of the accuracy of the descriptive information for this program is beyond 
the scope of this review.

2. The evidence presented in this report is based on available research. Findings and conclusions may change as new research becomes available.
3. These numbers show the average and range of student-level improvement indices for all findings in the study.

Failure Free Reading is a language development program 

designed to improve vocabulary, fluency, word recognition, 

and reading comprehension for Kindergarten through grade 

12 students who score in the bottom 15% on standardized 

tests and who have not responded to conventional beginning 

reading instruction. The three key dimensions of the program 

are repeated exposure to text, predictable sentence structures, 

and story concepts that require minimal prior knowledge. The 

program combines systematic, scripted teacher instruction, 

talking software, workbook exercises, and independent reading 

activities. The program is delivered through small group or 

individual instruction.

One study of Failure Free Reading met the What Works Clearing-

house (WWC) evidence standards. This study included 93 

students from third grade in Pennsylvania.2

The WWC considers the extent of evidence for Failure Free 

Reading to be small for alphabetics, fluency, and comprehen-

sion. No studies that met WWC evidence standards with or 

without reservations addressed general reading achievement.

Failure Free Reading was found to have no discernible effects on alphabetics and fluency, and potentially positive effects on 

comprehension.

Alphabetics Fluency Comprehension
General reading 
achievement

Rating of effectiveness No discernible effects No discernible effects Potentially positive na

Improvement index3 Average: +1 percentile 
points
Range: –3 to +7 percen-
tile points

Average: +2 percentile 
points

Average: +10 percentile 
points
Range: +7 to +14 percen-
tile points

na

Failure Free Reading

na = not applicable
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4. A school unit consists of several partnered schools so that the cluster included two third-grade and two fifth-grade instructional groups. Because of the 
age range defined by the Beginning Reading review, only data on the third-grade students were included in this review.

5. The Extent of Evidence Categorization was developed to tell readers how much evidence was used to determine the intervention rating, focusing on the 
number and size of studies. Additional factors associated with a related concept, external validity, such as the students’ demographics and the types of 
settings in which studies took place, are not taken into account for the categorization.

Additional program 
information1

Research

Developer and contact
Failure Free Reading is distributed by Failure Free Read-

ing. Address: 140 Cabarrus Ave. W., Concord, NC 28025. 

Web: http://www.failurefreeonline.com/index_parents.php.

Telephone: (800) 542-2170. 

Scope of use
Failure Free Reading was founded in 1988 as JFL Enterprises, 

Inc. In 1996 it became Failure Free Reading and since then has 

been implemented in approximately 7,500 schools across the 

United States. 

Teaching
Failure Free Reading uses a model of repetition, text control, 

and student performance feedback to scaffold fluency and 

comprehension skills. Students read material designed to 

be of interest at their grade/age level. Students learn to read 

words, sentences, passages, and Lexile-leveled stories through 

repeated presentations, listening, discussions, readings, and 

reviews. Teachers monitor student progress with criterion-refer-

enced print and online assessments and reports. The program 

is delivered through small group or individual instruction. The 

level of instruction is determined by the students’ challenge or 

frustration level, based on the assumption that repetition is not 

boring for struggling readers. Failure Free Reading also includes 

the Joseph Readers’ Talking Software that is “reading neutral,” 

meaning that students do not have to know how to read in order 

to learn critical words and passages. In this software, every item 

on the screen can be read aloud to the students. Verbal Master 

Software & Print is another available software, which aims to 

promote spelling, vocabulary, reading, and composition skills. 

Failure Free Reading provides product training and staff 

development. Training sessions address classroom manage-

ment, education plans for students, parent involvement, teacher 

communications, and reporting. Follow-up visits and access to 

online technical and telephone support are included. Three-day 

intensive “train the trainer” sessions are available for district-level 

implementation.

Cost
Failure Free Reading costs from $300 for a single online student 

subscription to $37,500 for a full school implementation, based 

on multi-platform, networked software. Training costs range from 

$750 to $2,500, plus trainer expenses.

Fifty-nine studies reviewed by the WWC investigated the effects 

of Failure Free Reading. One study (Torgesen et al., 2006) was a 

randomized controlled trial that met WWC evidence standards. 

The remaining 58 studies did not meet evidence screens.

Torgesen et al. (2006) examined the effects of Failure Free 

Reading on 93 third-grade students in eight school units4 in 

Pennsylvania. Students in the comparison group participated in 

the regular reading program at their schools. 

Extent of evidence
The WWC categorizes the extent of evidence in each domain as 

small or moderate to large (see the What Works Clearinghouse 

Extent of Evidence Categorization Scheme). The extent of 

evidence takes into account the number of studies and the 

total sample size across the studies that met WWC evidence 

standards with or without reservations.5
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6. For definitions of the domains, see the Beginning Reading Protocol.
7. The level of statistical significance was reported by the study authors or, where necessary, calculated by the WWC to correct for clustering within class-

rooms or schools and for multiple comparisons. For an explanation, see the WWC Tutorial on Mismatch. See the Technical Details of WWC-Conducted 
Computations for the formulas the WWC used to calculate the statistical significance. In the case of Failure Free Reading, corrections for multiple 
comparisons were needed.

Research (continued)

Effectiveness

The WWC found Failure 
Free Reading to have no 

discernible effects on 
alphabetics and fluency, 
and potentially positive 

effects on comprehension

The WWC considers the extent of evidence for Failure Free 

Reading to be small for alphabetics, fluency, and comprehension. 

No studies that met WWC evidence standards with or without 

reservations addressed general reading achievement.

Findings
The WWC review of interventions for beginning reading 

addresses student outcomes in four domains: alphabetics, 

fluency, comprehension, and general reading achievement.6

Torgesen et al. (2006) addressed three domains: alphabetics, 

fluency, and comprehension.

Alphabetics. Torgesen et al. (2006) examined four phonics 

outcomes in the alphabetics domain (Woodcock Reading 

Mastery Test–Revised (WRMT–R): Word Identification and 

Word Attack subtests and the Test of Word Reading Efficiency 

(TOWRE): Phonetic Decoding Efficiency and Sight Word Effi-

ciency subtests). The authors reported that Failure Free Reading

did not have a statistically significant effect on any of the four 

outcomes. The average effect size across the three outcomes 

was neither statistically significant nor large enough to be con-

sidered substantively important according to the WWC criteria 

(that is, an effect size of least 0.25).

Fluency. Torgesen et al. (2006) examined one outcome in 

this domain (the Oral Reading Fluency test) and reported no 

statistically significant effect for this outcome. The effect size not 

large enough to be considered substantively important.

Comprehension. Torgesen et al. (2006) examined two 

outcomes in this domain (WRMT-R: Passage Comprehension 

subtest and Group Reading Assessment and Diagnostic Evalua-

tion (GRADE): Passage Comprehension subtest) and reported no 

statistically significant effects. The average effect size across the 

two outcomes was large enough to be considered substantively 

important. 

Rating of effectiveness
The WWC rates the effects of an intervention in a given outcome 

domain as positive, potentially positive, mixed, no discernible 

effects, potentially negative, or negative. The rating of effective-

ness takes into account four factors: the quality of the research 

design, the statistical significance of the findings,7 the size of 

the difference between participants in the intervention and the 

comparison conditions, and the consistency in findings across 

studies (see the WWC Intervention Rating Scheme).

Improvement index
The WWC computes an improvement index for each individual 

finding. In addition, within each outcome domain, the WWC 

computes an average improvement index for each study and 

an average improvement index across studies (see Technical 

Details of WWC-Conducted Computations). The improvement 

index represents the difference between the percentile rank 

of the average student in the intervention condition versus 

the percentile rank of the average student in the comparison 

condition. Unlike the rating of effectiveness, the improvement 

index is based entirely on the size of the effect, regardless of 

the statistical significance of the effect, the study design, or the 

analyses. The improvement index can take on values between 

–50 and +50, with positive numbers denoting results favorable to 

the intervention group. 

The average improvement index for alphabetics is +1 percen-

tile points across all findings in the single study, with a range 

of –3 to +7 percentile points. The average improvement index 
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for fluency is +2 percentile points for the single outcome. The 

average improvement index for comprehension is +10 percentile 

points across all findings in the single study, with a range of +7 to 

+14 percentile points.

Summary
The WWC reviewed 59 studies on Failure Free Reading. One study 

met the WWC evidence standards. Based on this one study, the 

WWC found no discernible effects on alphabetics and fluency 

and potentially positive effects on comprehension. The evidence 

presented in this report may change as new research emerges.

The WWC found Failure 
Free Reading to have no 

discernible effects on 
alphabetics and fluency, and 

potentially positive effects 
on comprehension (continued)
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