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Guidelines for Sustaining Reading First Outcomes 
 

A Reading First Quality Brief 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A Starting Point 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 Districts are accustomed to viewing federal dollars, such as those received under 
Reading First, as an ongoing funding stream rather than as short-term start-up money.  
With Title 1A, IDEA, and other common federal (entitlement) programs, we see money 
flowing from the funding source year after year.  A school’s eligibility might begin or end, 
but the district continues to receive a federal allocation (entitlement) from these 
programs each year. 
 
 Reading First is different. Subgrants are competitive.  Firm guidelines must be 
met.  Funding is for a fixed term. The regulations call for greater accountability.  They 
call for results.  Most importantly, Reading First funds are intended not merely to 
supplement what the district is already doing, as Title 1A funds are intended.  Reading 
First monies are meant to change the way schools do business--to help facilitate a 
transition to a different way of thinking about (and carrying out) teaching and learning. 
 
 Many schools are now seeing unprecedented levels of reading success in their 
students as a result of their Reading First implementations (see national evaluation of 
Reading First, 2006).  Most Reading First leaders would say that their student reading 
outcomes are stronger than ever before.  But they are concerned that they will not be 
able to sustain these higher levels of achievement as their Reading First grant funds 
diminish and disappear.  Continuing to produce results without the external funding is 
the challenge of sustainability.  How do we continue to produce improved outcomes in 
the face of expired funding?  The answer lies in how we view and use the resources we 
have and in the development and implementation of a strong sustainability plan. 
 
 Perhaps the challenge of sustaining Reading First should be viewed more as a 
generic process than as a brand name endeavor.  In other words, focus on the defining 
elements of the reading model, not on the name (Reading First) or on the funding that 
got us started. Such a view will perhaps help people see the power and promise of the 

Purpose:  The purpose of this brief is to provide guidelines to Reading First leaders 
at the school, district, and state levels for sustaining over time the improved reading 
outcomes they have produced in their students through implementation of their 
Reading First programs. 

Those who are able to sustain the improved outcomes they have achieved 
through Reading First will be those who see Reading First not as a funding 
stream but as a different way of thinking about teaching and learning. 
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RF model apart from the grant structure and funding which helped launch the improved 
practice initially. 
 
 The focus of this brief is on the issues related to sustainability and on some 
guidelines for developing such a plan. 
 
 
 
 
 
What do we mean by sustainability? 
 
 Successfully sustaining our Reading First results relies on three assumptions: 
 

• The program is rooted in a fundamental purpose; is fueled by an empowering vision; 
and is built on a core set of common values, beliefs, understandings, and 
expectations. 

 
• Program leaders (and ideally all staff) live by these defining principles and use them 

to guide the program over time through the challenges presented by changes in 
program context (staff turnover, changing priorities, loss of funding and others). 

 
• Maintaining improved outcomes--and even enhancing them as Reading First funding 

fades--is possible if we can:  a) provide strong leadership, b) build and maintain 
an outcomes-based reading culture, and c) adopt a systems view of the change 
and sustainability process. 

 
These assumptions lead us to our definition of sustainability: 
 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What is it that we want to sustain? 
 
 
 
  
 
 What we most need to focus on sustaining are the improved outcomes achieved 
through Reading First.  This is done in large part by continuing to implement the 
processes (improved programs, better instruction, more frequent monitoring) that have 
produced the improved outcomes we are now seeing.  But sustaining improved 

Sustainability is the ability of a staff to maintain the core beliefs and values it 
holds for its reading program (its reading culture) and use them to guide 
program adaptations over time while maintaining improved or enhanced 
outcomes. 
 

(adapted from Century and Levy, 2002) 

Are your resources aligned with your mission? 
If not, you will struggle.  If so, you will succeed. 

It’s not about the money.  It’s about the results. 
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outcomes will also happen through adjustments that closer monitoring allows--the 
adaptations made following changes in context that happen inevitably over time.  These 
adjustments, within the parameters of the program (maintaining the “non-negotiables”) 
will be key to helping the program survive--and even thrive--as time goes by and as 
program context changes. 
 
What is required to sustain improved results? 
 
 
 
 

 We can receive guidance about planning for sustainability of Reading First from a 
study about sustainability in the federal Comprehensive School Reform Program 
(CSRP) (Datnow, 2005), one of the first major federal programs to focus explicitly on 
implementation of research-based practices.  From that study, and for our purposes, we 
can identify two variables that stand out to facilitate sustainability:   
 

• reading leadership in the school (principal, coach, school reading team)  
• reading culture of the school (shared purpose, vision, beliefs, understandings, 

expectations) 
 
Planning (systems level and individual student level planning, scheduling, professional 
development planning) and the use of formative assessment (to allow staff to monitor 
progress and adjust instruction) were also strong features of schools that were able to 
sustain their program improvements over time. 
 
What are the greatest barriers to sustainability of Reading First? 
 
 One way to examine and plan for sustainability of Reading First is to look at the 
threats to sustainability in each of the elements of Reading First and at how these threats 
might be mitigated.  Perhaps the most often cited threat is discontinuation of funding, but 
loss of funding need not derail Reading First results.  Table 1 lists the main elements of 
Reading First and the cost implications for each. 
 

Table 1:  Reading First elements and means for addressing added costs to districts 
 
Reading First Elements Added Costs to Districts 
• Leadership (distributed) • No added cost 
• Culture (how we do things) 
• Shared vision, beliefs, commitments; 

expectations, owning outcomes, 
organization, communication, collaboration, 
focus, etc. 

• No added cost 

• Use of time • No added cost 
• Use of recurring resources • No added cost 

“Changing the outcomes of students is about changing the cultures of schools.   

How we do things in reading doesn’t matter only when outcomes don’t matter. 
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Reading First Elements Added Costs to Districts 
• Curriculum (differentiated) • District materials budget reading initiatives 

• Title 1 supply budget special ed. 15% 
• Instruction (differentiated) • Existing instructional budget reading initiatives 

• Title 1, 2a, 3, 5,  special ed. 15% 
• Formative assessment and use of data for 

planning 
• District pays for collection, input, retrieval of data 
• Trained volunteers & staff do progress monitoring 
• Building clerical time used for data entry 
• No added cost for data-based instructional planning 

• Training & support • District & Title 1 money for professional development 
• Title 2a for instructional support (coaching) 

 Notice that half of these variables have no additional costs (outside of regular 
budget expenditures) for continued implementation.  For the remaining variables, other 
regularly recurring sources are suggested as ways to address costs.  Further, the 
variables without additional costs are those which research tells us are some of the most 
powerful influences on implementation and sustainability--leadership, culture, time, and 
the allocation of ongoing resources.    

 
 
 
 
 
 Still, the greatest threat to sustainability is not in the loss of funding or the turnover 
of staff.  It lies in the potential loss of focus, urgency, and commitment related to helping 
more students succeed and in the erosion of the culture upon which initial success has 
been built.  When leaders are vigilant about nurturing this culture, sustained improvement 
becomes a real possibility. 
 
What strategies can be used to promote sustainability? 
 
 We sometimes hear the advice to begin planning for sustainability as early as 
possible in the implementation process.  But before we focus in detail on sustaining a 
program, we must make sure the program is working well.  We must attain the results 
we want before we can sustain them.  We strive to do this by focusing on fidelity in the 
implementation of the program components and by taking stock of the strength of the 
components through a program review by the building reading team.  Once we are 
convinced that the components are working well and we are starting to see the results 
we want with some consistency, we can focus more fully on sustainability.   
 
 As noted above, sustainability requires planning.  A thorough review of the 
implementation literature reveals several strategies to consider as part of a sustainability 
plan.  
 

We must optimize the resources over which we have control.  We must own the 
outcomes we produce.  Only then will we be able to replace less desirable outcomes 

with the success we seek for all students. 
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Strategies for Sustainability 

• Sustain critical elements to sustain desired results 
• Make the implementation a systems level change 

(“All components, all staff, all funds working together for one goal.”) 
• Monitor and adjust components periodically to assure a strong implementation 
• Create and implement a sustainability plan 
• Distribute leadership across multiple staff members and roles 

(“Don’t rely on a hero.  Rely on the team.”) (Horner, 2006) 
• Embed effective practices in district policy and procedure 

(“Link policy, procedure and practice with research.”) 
• Develop capacity within the system to train on program components. 

(“The most valuable experts come not from outside the system but from within.”) 
• Build and nurture an outcomes-based reading culture within the school. 
• Allow for adaptations that work within the defining elements of Reading First 
• Connect Reading First to other “instructional anchors” (e.g., AYP, RTI, school 

improvement plans) 
• Allocate recurring resources to support an outcomes-based reading model 
• Blend competing priorities into your reading priority if you can’t delegate, deflect 

or defer them (Horner, 2006) 
• Engage district level staff in supporting the program (Report results upward) 
• Use reading-based personnel practices to hire and assign staff 
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Who is responsible for sustainability?  
 
 Improved outcomes have the greatest chance to be sustained when they are 
supported on multiple levels.  Staff at each level (district, school, grade level, and classroom) 
have roles to play in the effort to produce and sustain improved outcomes.  Table 2 identifies 
some of these tasks by role. 
 

Table 2:  Sustainability by levels and roles 
 
Organizational Level Sustainability Strategies/Roles 

District (district administrators) Become knowledgeable about what’s possible, 
how local schools compare and what’s needed. 

School (principal, coach, reading 
team) 

Provide strong distributed leadership, build and 
nurture a culture for improved reading outcomes. 

Grade level (grade team) Share responsibility for the success of all students; 
collaborate on data review and instructional 
planning. 

Classroom (teacher) Own the outcomes for each student; continue to 
learn about what it takes to meet the needs of all 
students; implement programs and procedures with 
fidelity; seek support for improved outcomes; 
collaborate with others. 

 
Is sustainability possible?  
 
 Yes, sustaining improved outcomes is possible.  It’s not easy, but it is possible. 
And it is not only possible.  It is imperative.  It must be what we do.  Producing and 
sustaining strong reading outcomes is our purpose.  It is why our schools exist--and why 
we are educators--not to provide mere exposure to a process, but to assure successful 
outcomes from the process. 
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Resources on sustainability 
 
National Reading First  www.ed.gov/programs/readingfirst 
What Works Clearinghouse  www.whatworks.ed.gov 
National Implementation Research Network http://nirn.fmhi.usf.edu 
Center for Comprehensive School Reform... www.centerforcsri.org 
 
Comprehensive School Reform 
 
Local systemic change 
 http://lsc-net.terc.edu/go.cfm/home 
Comprehensive school reform--Virtual Conferences http://sustainability.terc.edu, 
 http://sustainability2002.terc.edu, http://sustainability2003.terc.edu 
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