
  

>> Hello to everybody in the audience. Can you raise your hand if you are a K3 teacher? 

Kindergarten through Grade three teachers. Okay. Can you raise your hand if you are a coach of 

teachers in K through three? Can you raise your hand if you are an administrator of an 

Elementarily School? Okay. So, we have some people haven’t raised their hands. Any Higher Ed 

people, people in Higher Education? Yes, we have a few of those. Okay. Gives me an idea of my 

audience. It is a nice mixed group.  

So, Mariam held up this. This is something I sent for a handout but it didn’t get photocopied but 

it will be made available electronically. What it does is, sort of, summarize my talk and describe 

the practice guide and the professional learning community materials that we at the Ralph 

South East created to go with the practice guide. So, I will be covering everything in that but it is 

a nice summary for you to take away. So this is a picture of what the practice guide looks like 

and the ugly URL at the bottom, you don’t need to write it down because you can just Google 

IES Practice Guide, or Practice Guides and you will get all 23 practice guides and this is in the 

list. This is number 21 so it is quite recent. There are seven literacy practice guides and you 

might find these resources very helpful.  

I am going to overview this practice guide and our professional learning community materials 

and at the end I will take questions because we are being video recorded and I have to repeat 

your questions so I do not want to interrupt that until the end.  

So, this practice guide has three inter-related themes. So, could you raise your hand if you are 

familiar with the National Reading Panel? Yes. Everyone. Okay, and the Fab Five of the 

phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary comprehension? Well, this practice guide 

reinforces the importance of those alphabetics, of course, being phonemic awareness and 

phonics. It reinforces the importance of those but it also recommends the importance of aural 

language instruction. And it encourages the integration of reading and language skills, so, the 

second two bullets are what are new, in this practice guide. But also, what’s new is, as you from 

this slide, this practice guide and all practice guides do a systematic review of the literature on a 

topic and by systematic it uses what words Clearing House Design standards, which are very 

rigorous, so rigorous some people opine that it’s the what doesn’t work clearing house. There’s 

something to say about rigor because it does guide research to be better designed and more 

rigorous.  

So, we are in these practice guides, and this one too. You’re looking at what works compared to 

what. So, there’s always a comparison group, a control group, business as usual or a meaningful 

comparison, another kind of intervention. And there’s always base line equivalence between 

the individuals assigned to those groups, meaning they start at the same place and there’s 

relatively love attrition, which means you don’t have half the students leaving in one group but 

everyone is staying in the other group. So, these are very important research standards and you 

can see the review protocol link is at the bottom of this slide. So, I was the Chair of this practice 

guide and I invited people to be on the practice guide, Researchers who are experts in oral 

language as well as reading, research as well as reading instruction and Warnique Lewis is a 

primary grade, a veteran primary grade teacher from Leon County in Florida and Linda Hayes is 



the Executive Director of -- I meant Florida State, this is University of Florida’s Lab School. She 

kindly allowed us work with her teachers and create video tapes that demonstrate the 

recommendations from the practice guide and the action steps. And these are high quality 

videos, you’ll see some clips here and we really thank her teachers for working with us to do 

this. And several other groups are using these videos, these teachers are going to be internally 

famous. Osep, one of their centers is using one of the video tapes, we partnered with North 

Carolina State Universities, Friday Institute, to do an online course around this practice guide 

and our PLC materials and I don’t have the URL in here but if you Google the Friday Institute at 

NC State and look for their online courses.  

This is a great resource throughout the South East where we have our regional lab. Over 2,000 

teachers have already taken the course and it just opened in October. It re-opened early 

February and maybe your state department of ed could ask the Friday institute to do another 

round, it’s proving so popular.  

So, notice here, on this lot, a comprehensive search of the literature between 2000 to the end 

of 2014. The practice guide came out in 2016. It takes a while to then write everything up. The 

National Reading Panel’s Lit review was prior to 2000, about 1980-2000. So, this is the most up 

to date systematic review of the early reading instruction research available. And notice that 

there were 4,500 citations that the What Works Clearing House screened initially and from 

those only 56 studies met the What Words Clearing House rigorous design standards. So, when 

you look at this practice guide, in the appendix D, it lists those 56 studies and describes them so 

it’s interesting to see what features they have. But this practice guide, these recommendations, 

are based on those well designed 56 studies.  

So, what are the recommendations from this practice guide? There are four of them.  

First of all, teach students academic language skills including the use of inferential and narrative 

language and vocabulary knowledge. Now it says a minimal level of evidence and you’re all 

immediately saying, “Oh, forget that.” Well, minimal level doesn’t mean it’s not important in 

this case it means there is a paucity of research in this area and the research that is available 

did not meet the design standards. A lot of it has to be with the unreliability of some people’s 

listening comprehension measures. So, it’s a call for researchers to do research in this area with 

high quality designs.  

The second recommendation, develop awareness that the segments of sound and speech, 

which is phonological awareness and how phonological awareness links to letters, strong 

evidence.  

Third, teach students to decode words, analyze word parts and write and recognize words. 

Again, strong evidence.  

Fourth, ensure that each student reads connected text every day to support reading accuracy, 

fluency and comprehension. Moderate evidence, again, we need more research in this area.  

These recommendations span a developmental continuum so, recommendation one on 

academic language spans all the grades, not surprisingly and obviously needs to start much 

earlier but we’re focusing on K-3 in this practice guide.  



Recommendation two is the phonemically awareness linking to letters and that starting in 

Kindergarten, if not in pre-K, we really should have syllable level phonological awareness in 

Kindergarten all the way up through most of grade one and for students who really, really 

struggle it can go a little further than that.  

Recommendations three and four, three is decoding, analyzing word parts and 

recommendation four is practicing what you’ve been taught every day for accuracy and fluency 

and connected text. Those things are starting as soon kids are given some connected text and 

going through grade three.  

So, can you just be honest, raise your hand if academic language is something you’re not 

certain what it means. It’s really helpful, to just—You’re all certain. I’m not certain, actually. 

People are throwing the term around and it means so many different things. But here is a 

definition in the practice guide that may prove helpful. What it says at the top, academic 

language, the formal communication structure and words that are common in books and at 

school. So it’s really an academic register, it’s the kind of language we see in writing, we don’t 

speak that way, if we did people might fall asleep as we’re talking. It has a lot of embedded 

clauses, it’s very explicit. In formal language we’re pointing to things and not having to mention 

every word and sometimes our sentences are incomplete but that’s because we’re face to face 

and we can gesture and use other ques. So this is the language of text books, the language of 

schooling so there are certain skills that go along with understanding the language of schooling. 

And those skills allow you to use and comprehend academic language. So, in this K-3 practice 

guide we’re focusing on inferential language skills, narrative skills and academic vocabulary. So 

inferential language, it means you’re talking about topics that are beyond the immediate 

context, you’re talking about—you’re inferring like you making predictions about might happen 

or what could have happened in the past if something had been done differently. It’s not a 

language that we practice too much with young children but it’s really important to practice it 

and I’ll give some examples of that.  

Narrative language skills, we’re more familiar with that because it’s the ability to tell a story, to 

relate a sequence of events and academic vocabulary knowledge, we think we know what that 

is but it’s kind of come to mean before, during and after reading but, I would like you think of 

this more as a thesaurus you’re building, not just a dictionary of terms for particular text. We 

see a lot of vocabulary interventions that work just for the words taught and for when kids start 

3,000 words behind in first grade, because they’re not coming from literate households, will 

never catch them up unless we figure out a generative mechanism for teaching vocabulary. So 

that’s why I like to use the terms word knowledge or Symantec network and I like to think 

about when we teach a word we’re also teaching its multiple meanings, it’s structure, meaning 

its morphology, the prefixes and suffixes and if that [INAUDIBLE], where it comes from, its 

antonyms, synonyms and other related terms to really build a Symantec network of that word. 

That then becomes more of a generative mechanism that allows students to use that 

information to infer the meaning of a related, new word in a text.  

So recommendation one, of the practice guide, I’ll review these quickly with the action steps, is 

teaching academic language skills and step one is engaging students in conversations that 



support and use comprehension of inferential language and here are some familiar kinds of 

prompts for this. So, for informational text, when the teacher is reading a book about bird 

migration, why do birds fly south for winter when a student says, “Cos it’s cold.” What you 

want to do is be able to scaffold that and get the student to give you a complete sentence and 

say, for example, to restate the question in a full sentence, “Birds fly south for winter because it 

is cold.” I am going to show a video in a minute that gives that example.  

But, action step two, first of all, says to explicitly engage students in developing narrative 

language skills and there are many activities that you’re familiar with like predictions and 

discussion of predictions, descriptions explaining things you like to do, identifying a given 

element, how it’s used and read aloud, summarizing and main idea etcetera. You’re familiar 

with these ideas and what we want make sure is that the students learn complex grammatical 

structures along the way because that’s part of this academic language notion and this practice 

guide refers to another practice guide on reading comprehension in the primary grades and 

that’s a good resource to learn about some of these grammatical structures for narrative text, 

at least, called story grammar and that’s where the idea of a story with the characters, the 

settings and the plot are things that students can learn about to get to the narrative structure. 

And teachers want to support student’s description of the narrative structure by scaffolding 

their responses.  

The third action step is to teach academic language in the context of other reading activities 

and here are some academic vocabulary type words. These are common in formal settings for 

the words that relate to instructions. A lot of this may sound like Isabel Beck and Monty 

McGowen’s robust vocabulary tier two words. These are words that are on the tip of their 

tongue but they may be totally familiar with these words yet they have high utility in school 

settings. So the panel struggled with whether academic vocabulary lists should be designed by 

teachers for their classrooms and the recommendation is that teachers, like grade level teens, 

might want to do this because we used to have [INAUDIBLE] vocabulary list and now they’re 

hidden because they’re proprietary in our instructional materials. So, revealing those words and 

then thinking about what other words are really important for students to understand that 

have a high utility in comprehension of text. There’s of course the tier three, the kind of words 

that are specific to a domain like photosynthesis for science but more generalized words that 

might be useful to teach to make sure that students can engage in the kind of inferential 

language narrative and vocabulary work.  

So here’s an example of a video, this is grade two, whole class.  

>> What does honor mean?  

>> [INAUDIBLE] place or an award for something he or she has done.  

>> Excellent, good job. Every veteran’s day we honor soldiers with a parade in our town. What’s 

the word?  

>> Honor.  

>> This time when I read it I want you to say it with me when we come to that word. Our class 

performed a concert to --  

>> Honor  



>> Our principal who was retiring. Who can use the prompt and fill it in for me?  

>> Oh no.  

>> I can see hands going up.  

>> Ricardo.  

>> We honor our mom and dad by mother and father day.  

>> Okay. Did everybody hear that?  

>> Yes.  

>> Okay. Good job. [INAUDIBLE]  

>> We honor George Washington by putting him on a coin.  

>> Practice guides have obstacles, common obstacles, and the panel tries to answer those 

questions. Here’s a questions. Students enter my classroom with a range of oral language skills, 

some may not be ready to participate in academic language activities. So, we have our advice 

there but basically time is precious and you add something new like, “Okay, now we’re going to 

do academic language” And teacher says, “Where do I fit it in?” Well, it integrates with 

everything you’re doing so when you’re doing small group reading instruction for example you 

can integrate academic language into the small group and obviously, as you saw on the 

previous video, that teacher’s integrating oral language into her kind of listening 

comprehension discussion of a book.  

Recommendation two, which had strong evidence, is develop awareness of the segments of 

sound and speech and how they link to letters and here, action step one, is teaching students to 

recognize and manipulate these segments of sounds and speech. Becoming aware of these 

segments of sounds in speech at the word, the syllable and then the onset rime and the 

phoneme level is critically important to what we call the alphabetic principle. This is not skill 

and drill, this is an intellectually accomplishment for young children. I am working on it with my 

two and half year old granddaughter.  

So first, the fact that words are separate from each other is the word level of phonological 

awareness. The syllable level having three and four year olds clap to sounds or march to sounds 

is a very common way to demonstrate their understand at syllable level. Onset rime is -- Onsets 

the initial phoneme which is the minimum unit of sound that conveys meaning. The onset and 

then the rime (R-I-M-E) is the medial vowel and the remaining consonants so in cat it’s C is the 

onset, AT is the rime and in English because vowels are kind of slippery the rime unit is very -- 

Has high utility to help learn the alphabetic system.  

So the thing about phonemes, some reporter thought it was pheromone, no, its phoneme, is 

the minimal unit of sound that conveys meaning. I add the meaning part because with dialect 

like pin and pen, P-I-N, P-E-N, some people in their dialect don’t make a distinction between 

that medial phonemes, they’re one in the same phoneme so we have to appreciate that b 

phonemes don’t just yell out, “I’m a phoneme, look at me.” So if for example, if we take the 

word bag and look at the [INAUDIBLE] there are not three phonemes that say, “Here I am.” You 

have to psychologically recover them and that’s what’s really important in teaching reading that 

bag contrasted with bat is different in the final phoneme. “Ah, we uncovered a phoneme.” Bag 

is different from sag in the initial phoneme, bag is different from big in the medial phoneme, 



this is where instruction, fun instruction through games, really help students segment these 

sounds and speech and then parallel to that they’re learning the distinctive features of letters 

and then they can link up the letter with that sound segment and that puts you on the road to 

learning to read. This description here is that the compound words so it’s a very easy level of 

phonological awareness but as we get into phonemes then often the use of the sound spelling 

cards is very helpful. This actually has a little decodable text under it as well so they’re looking 

at the capital letter and the small letter ‘p’ with the phonemic of the pig and the pizza and the 

decodable picture. And here is a K1 combined class room teaching.  

>> [INAUDIBLE] get to learn a brand-new letter sound?  

>> This is the letter sound that’s made by the letter P. The letter P --  

>> Piggy.  

>> It’s a pig. The letter P says, just like this, cute little pig. This pig is going to help us remember 

this. I am so happy you know how to make it. [INAUDIBLE] This is a very polite pig and he loves 

to eat pizza and he wants to eat pie. So, he always says, “Please may I have some pizza and 

pie?” Everyone, the letter P says -- Everyone make the sound.  

>> Pa.  

>> Sound  

>> Pa.  

>> Make the sound.  

>> Sh.  

>> Sound.  

>> De.  

>> Sound.  

>> Mmm.  

>> Sound  

>> Aa.  

>> Now, I’m so glad that you know those sounds. I want to see if you can use them to write. I 

am [INAUDIBLE]. The first word we’re going to write is [INAUDIBLE]. Get your board in your in 

your lap. Everyone say [INAUDIBLE].  

>> [INAUDIBLE]  

>> Now let’s write [INAUDIBLE]  

>> Action step three for recommendation two is to use word building and other activities to link 

student’s knowledge of letter sound relationships with phonemic awareness. Word building is 

really important. It’s an important step to help understand the alphabetic principle. How letters 

link to sounds and how that is a productive system. So the teacher has some letter tiles F-A-T-C-

and N laid out. The teacher says, “I’m going to build a word.” She put F-A-T in that sequence 

together. She asks the students what it says that word is, they say, “Fat” then she says, “Okay, 

now change a letter to make it say fan and then change a letter to make it say can and then cat 

and then back to fat.” This way the students get to see how the sound segments and the letters 

are each unique and can be reconstructed into a new word. A potential obstacle for 

recommendation two is many students mix up letters, shapes and sounds. What do you do 



about that? The panel advice, focus on one letter a time and then teach the students another 

letter or two while reinforcing the first. Finally, focus on the other letter exclusively and then 

introduce both letters in different words so that you are building on their recognition and then 

helping them discriminate and practice. Some students will need more practice than others.  

Some students have persistent problems with phonological awareness so in the current interest 

in dyslexia this is a very important question and the answer is that early interventions can often 

remedy his phonological core deficit that otherwise may lead to deficiencies and word 

decoded, which is a hallmark of a reading disability or dyslexia. So researchers agree that 

reading is on a continuum, all reading scores are on a continuum there’s no qualitative different 

part of that continuum that we call dyslexia. It’s really a matter of where you slice and dice that 

reading continuum to say that this student has a reading disability or dyslexia and I have been 

asked this question, cos Florida has a new legislation around dyslexia and the districts have to -- 

Teachers have to identify Kindergartners with a reading deficiency and I say, “Oh, okay. How do 

we deal with this?” Well, if a student is coming without pre-K every one’s going to look like they 

have a reading deficiency cos they haven’t had the exposure to a print rich environment and 

some of the phonological awareness schemes I was talking about. So, what you need is really 

good interaction, that’s the best solution to that problem. But there are students who are 

struggle with learning to read and in spite of good instruction and often this is heritable, it runs 

in the families, but the good news is that the kind of intervention that you do is the same 

information I’m giving you right now about how children learn to read and how we instruct. It’s 

just that they need more intensity and duration, meaning intensity, more time and over a 

longer period of time so that’s why the RTI or MTSS system can be very valuable to indentifying 

those students and giving them intervention.  

And we worked with 55 schools in Florida in a randomized trial, kindergarten, first and second 

grade and did early literacy early intervention and our students made a lot of gains and they 

started below the 10th percentile. They were definitely reading disabled but the whole school 

was low. We grade schools in Florida, these were C, D and F school so we felt like we made a lot 

of progress and what we did, most importantly, was put in place a way that they could do early 

literacy intervention without breaking the bank, so to speak, by using the teachers, bringing 

back retired teachers, mobilizing many more adults in working with classrooms in the early 

grades because what was happening in this school, they’re putting their [INAUDIBLE] resources 

[INAUDIBLE] resources in grades three, four and five, focusing on the students who had not 

passed the state assessment. But a five year plan to actually move to early invention, putting 

your resources there, means that you won’t have as many students who are not doing well on 

the state assessment in the upper elementary grades and our biggest impacts were 

kindergarten and we had 38% of our students were English learners in this study. So it really is a 

wise policy decision to move your resources to these early grades, identify the students who 

need early intervention and give them strong intervention. We also had, besides reading 

intervention, we had oral language intervention because you can teach students to decode but 

guess what, they may not know the meaning the words they’re decoding and then they won’t 

be able to comprehend text. So, building in the oral language upfront is a really good idea.  



So recommendation three is teaching students to decode, analyze word parts, write and 

recognize words. The term word parts is really a synonym for morphemes, we know phonemes 

why can’t we learn morphemes, morphemes are the minimal unit of meaning. You know them 

as prefixes and suffixes. And they are in our standards and they’re not really being taught 

adequately to help students unpacking multisyllabic words so I’ll show you a video in a minute 

that is kind of inspiring, but first of all, we need to teach a blending strategy and this is a 

chunking strategy where you have the three phonemes in hat, but then you chunk the first two 

to ha-t and then put those two chunks together, hat, and saying it quickly and hopefully it 

comes up with the pronunciation that the student recognizes. So, teaching a blending strategy 

is very important, most instruction materials do that but not all, so be on the lookout to make 

sure you do one.  

>> So today we’re going to make some words and read words that have the long ‘e’ sound and 

we’re going to learn some different ways to spell the long ‘e’ sound.  

>> This is first grade.  

>> So, this word is ‘seed’. What’s the word?  

>> Seed.  

>> When there’s two ‘ee’s’ together in a word they stand for the long ‘e’ sound, the sound we 

hear in the middle of ‘seed’ so it says, ‘ee’. All right, so we’re going to practice reading both 

words now and when I touch I'm doing just the ‘ea’ or the ‘ee’ you will say ‘ee’.  

>> Meet. Seed. [INAUDIBLE].  

>> And so now I am going to give you a little story. It’s called ‘Up in the trees’ and the first thing 

you’re going to do is your going to look through it and see what words you can find that have 

the ‘ea’ or ‘ee’ and you’re going to underline them and read them as you do that. Okay? Can 

you say the sound ‘ee’ and you underline it too. Together.  

>> Some birds are easy to hear but hard to see. Owls are easy to hear but hard to see at night.  

>> Very nice reading there, I like how you stayed together. Which bird is easy to hear, but hard 

to see at night? Which one is easy to hear? Addison?  

>> Owl.  

>> Owl. Let’s look at the owl page. Why do you think they’re easy to hear?  

>> Cos they go like, “Hoot-hoot-hoot”.  

>> So, we need to instruct students in common sound spelling patterns, English is not 

transparent like Finnish. I was giving a lecture in England and someone asked me what was the 

easiest orthography and I said, “Finish, because from print to sound and sound to print, it’s 

completely transparent, always consistent.” Of course they still have comprehensive problems 

but no decoding problems. So tat woman come up afterwards and said, “I’m going to have my 

son learn Finish then instead of--“Whatever other language. I said, “Oh, I don’t know how the 

utility of it around the world but in terms of learning to read, yes that’s a great solution.” So we 

need to be aware, these 56 studies that form the basis of the practice guide recommendations 

are teaching decoding and encoding as flip sides of the same coin, and so, here is an example 

with Elkonin Sound Boxes. Good old Elkonin he really gets a lot of press. You can just call them 

sound boxes but whoever he is he really gets a lot of credit for coming up with them. But 



anyway, the idea is that on the left hand side the teacher is saying a word, “Tree” and the 

student is writing the letters in the three boxes and obviously there are four letters in tree so 

they have to figure out that ‘ee’ is actually making one phoneme and goes in one box and then 

for cake, uh-oh what do you do with the final ‘e’? It goes outside the box because it’s silent. 

Then with S-H-O-U-T you have the diagraph in box, diphthong in the middle box and the final 

‘t’. On the right side the students are building their own words and having to fit the spelling 

pattern into one box, if it actually is just one phoneme. So, this helps students really recognize 

this sound spelling relationship.  

In English, when you go from print to sound, there’s about a 70% consistency for mono-syllable 

words, mono-syllabic words but -- And that’s pretty productive so teaching ad-hoc phonic rules 

for print to sound is worthwhile.  

Spelling is different. Spelling it’s about a 28% so when you’re going from the sound to writing it 

about 28% consistency. So, if I asked you to write the word, “Hear” you’d say, “Well which 

hear? Give me context, you know, is it H-E-R-E, H-E-A-R?” So spelling is when you hear a word, 

you’re segmenting the sounds and then you’re writing down letters to go with it and then you 

read it back to see if it looks okay. So, in coding, or spelling, is important to teach, really 

important and I travelled on the shuttle yesterday with a second grade teacher and I told them 

he was doing noble work because we learn to decode in first grade but we learn the depth of 

English Orthography in second grade and it really having spelling -- teaching spelling because 

there’s a lot of inconsistencies like why when you have the word ‘beginning’ you go from 

‘begin’ to ‘beginning’ but you’re doubling the final consonant? Why when you go from ‘happy’ 

to ‘happiness’ your changing ‘y’ to ‘I’ so there’s certain things that just are, in English and it’s 

particularly tricky in multi-syllabic words when you are adding the [INAUDIBLE] suffix, there can 

be spelling changes as well phonological shifts. English is more morpho-phonemic, right? We go 

from ‘vine’ to vineyard’, ‘sign’ to ‘signal’ and having those base words in there gives us a clue to 

the meaning but then we have to deal with phonological shifts and spelling changes, so those 

shifts, those changes, have to be taught, they just aren’t learned automatically.  

So here’s a little animated hand which we -- At the end I’m going to give you a URL which has all 

38 of these videos and there are many videos on morphology that you might be interested in.  

>> Once students have learned a few common spelling patterns, show them how to analyze 

words parts. Breaking down words into smaller meaningful word parts can enable young 

readers to effective read more challenging words.  

In this activity students practice combined affixes with words to build new words. Some word 

parts go at the end of the word and are called suffixes. Some suffixes, make the word plural, 

some suffixes change the action. Some suffixes change how words are used in a sentence. We 

can also add word parts before the base word to create new words, these word part are called 

prefixes.  

Another activity that will reinforce students’ familiarity with word parts is to make a morpheme 

web. For example, students draw a web with the route struct in the centre. Around the centre 

are prefixes with lines below them for words to be written. Students use as many prefixes as 

they can to create new words. This can be an individual or a group activity. This same type of 



activity can be conducted using suffixes too. To extend this activity students can circle the 

affixes in these words found in text. We were excited to see the bulldozer at the construction 

site because that meant that deconstruction or the old building would begin.  

>> I’ll just add that we’re doing a randomized control trial in grade five in Hillsborough County 

in public school, which the Tampa area, cos they’re very concerned about influx of students 

who are Spanish speaking -- Hello? Okay. I won’t touch anything. And we’re working on 

morphological awareness, right? You just saw morphemes, prefixes, suffixes, and we are also 

emphasizing cognates so most of the students coming in are Spanish speaking, mostly from 

Porto Rico, and we’re building lessons around what we call word knowledge. They had 

something called word study but it was pretty superficial, we’re trying to get to the depth of 

words with this generative mechanism I talked about early and this district is very excited. We -- 

Our power analysis that we needed 44 schools, they’re begging us to add more schools because 

--- This is an unusual situation, all the elementary principals of low performing school, want to 

join the study but we can’t afford -- Cos we’re observations as well in the class rooms. So, a nice 

problem to have, I guess.  

Anyway going on, action step four, have students read decodable words in isolation and in text. 

I’m often asked that question, “Should we teach words in isolation?” Sure, but also teach them 

in connective text. So, here is a lesson around the diphthong OI. Okay. Something about 

diphthongs. So ‘OI’ in a word like O-I-L, which isn’t on the list there, for me that’s a diphthong, 

‘oil’, I’m from the mid-west and in the mid-west, Ohio specifically, was a voice of directory 

assistance for ATNT for a long time and now it’s the voice of TSA. In most of instructional 

materials you’re using have a mid-western accent. You may not realize that but the key words 

are actually a mid-western accent. So, you yourself have dialect and your students have a 

dialect, hopefully your students and you can understand each other, your dialects match. So 

here’s an example, I lived in Texas for 27 years and O-I-L was pronounced like ‘ool’ so there was 

no diphthong in there and it took me a while what they’re talking about and I lived in Houston 

so it’s call about ‘ool’. So be aware of your dialect, your students dialect and the fact you’re 

instructional materials have a dialect and awareness is really all that’s required but I have found 

that kindergarteners tend to learn the teachers dialect and the teachers using the key words so 

the teachers actually learning the mid-western dialect along the way.  

This phrase in here, ‘have students say, spell, write and say the words again’ is in red because, 

and I was asked before I started, that the practice guide had been updated. It was updated with 

this sentence essentially in -- So minor it doesn’t -- Most people aren’t aware of it but there’s a 

couple of studies that the [INAUDIBLE} House people put in that weren’t actually saying what 

they said in the bolded print about teach high frequency irregular words holistically. The truth 

of the matter is that most of the studies -- There are some that -- Older studies that do it 

holistically, but most of the more recent studies have this strategy. So, if you have a high 

frequency irregular word like ‘of’ you say that word ‘of’ you have the student spell it and ideally 

write it as well, O-F, and then say the word again so it’s reinforcing what it looks like by that 

procedure. There were one or two studies that actually taught words like T-H-E as decodable, 



always ‘the’ but that’s kind of a stretch of English Orthography so this way of dealing with the 

high frequent irregular words is a better strategy.  

And then there’s star wars word -- Star words activities of practicing the high frequency 

irregular words to build automaticity is fine just don’t get carried away with it. I think what I 

wrote in red is really a more accurate depiction of what the research says about how to teach 

high frequency irregular words and other high frequency irregular words, in case you’re still 

wondering what these words are, words like, ‘was’, ‘from’, ‘have, ‘their’, ‘wants’, ‘said’, ‘friend’.  

Then the final action step here, for recommendation, three, is you can introduce some non 

decodable words that are essential to the meaning of the text as a whole. Just be careful how 

much of that you do because you want students to learn the productive alphabetic principle 

that you’ve taught them and at the same time though you want to give them meaningful stories 

so introducing some of these words, believe me Tyrannosaurus Rex, they’ll learn it very fast and 

they’ll remember it, no trouble. So, just -- You know there are 450,000 words in the dictionary, 

you can’t ask a student to memorize all of those, you have to have a productive alphabetic 

strategy but sparingly you can introduce some words that for the student are non decodable at 

that point. So, what are some potential obstacles? Well, there’s always the invented spelling 

question.  

What do I do about invented spellings? Well, emphases it, encourage it in Kindergarten and first 

grade cos it’s a great sign of the student understanding of the alphabetic principle as they’re 

encoding, but you’re going to be introducing some things about English. Patterns of English 

spellings and students are going to help infer rules about English so with development you hope 

to see less and less of these invented spellings. And most spelling problems are introduced 

starting in say mid-first grade, heavy duty in second, third grade and third grade on up the 

standard require teaching of prefixes, suffixes so getting into multi-syllabic and in second grade 

something about syllable patterns as well. And these, actually, all these kind of terms are 

outlined on page 25 of the practice guide. It gives you a nice cart of ‘by the way what is a 

constant pattern, vowel pattern, syllable construction pattern?’ With all these terms like 

[INAUDIBLE] blend, silent letter, vowel diphthongs, blah blah blah. It’s all on page 25. By grade 

three your students -- It they’re struggling with spelling you might ask them to count the 

number of syllables in a multi-syllabic word and that may help them focus on the spelling of 

each syllable.  

So, another obstacle is students are able to identify the sounds of the letters in a word but they 

have trouble arriving at the correct pronunciation which is why the blending strategy I talked 

about earlier is important. And then I also -- You saw on the video how the K1 teacher was 

having students pronounce letter sounds with a very crisp, particularly after stop sounds. You 

didn’t hear ‘baa’ instead it was ‘b’ so that can help, and then encourage students to flexible 

with multi-syllabic word pronunciations hoping to arrive at a word that they recognize.  

So recommendation four is ensuring that you reconnect a text daily to support reading 

accuracy, fluency and comprehension, so here are some familiar prompts that you might use as 

students read orally. You want a model strategies, scaffold and provide feedback so for less 

advanced readers look for the parts you know pointing out the letters, letter sounds that you’ve 



taught. Sound it out, check it, does it make sense? Maybe the student re-reading the sentence 

will suddenly get it? For more advanced readers, “You know this word part, say this part” 

pointing to a prefix or suffix, now read the whole word.  

So the panel discourages students from guessing. There was a series of first grade studies back 

in the late 70s/80s that showed when you don’t have good quality early reading instruction 

students often pronounce the first sound in a word and then they guess at the rest based on a 

picture or some other cue. And what you want to do is encourage to work through the word, 

use your blending strategy, use the sound spelling strategies that you’ve given them, and the 

panel also discourages sort of giving riddles like, “What do you call the place where you life?” 

For the word H-O-M-E, home, no, have them work through that word, there’s a final ‘e’ but 

there’s not a long ‘o’. You know you’re working through the strategies that you’ve taught them 

that will help them arrive at a correct pronunciation and as students skills develop you can 

scaffold with fewer prompts expecting the students to apply their skills and strategies 

independently. And this is where differentiating instruction is so important and I’ll talk about 

that in a minute.  

But first, let’s look at action step two which is encouraging students to self-monitor their 

understanding of text and self-correct their word reading errors. This is a grade three, small 

group and they’re playing what we call the fix it game.  

>> We are going to a lesson today when we practice making sure that when we read it makes 

sense. It has to look right but it also has to make sense, and there’s a question that might help 

you with your reading, you can ask yourself, “Did that make sense?” And if the answer is, “No” 

you need to go back and try to fix it so that makes sense. Okay? We’re going to do a game 

called Fix It, to practice. On his birthday he turned eight yours old.  

>> Yours.  

>> Does it make sense?  

>> No.  

>> Who would like to share your thinking? Chris.  

>> It doesn’t make sense because [INAUDIBLE] it would have to be changed to a O-U instead of 

E-A.  

>> So it doesn’t look right to you? But does it make sense to say on his birthday he turned eight 

yours old?  

>> No.  

>> Why doesn’t it make sense?  

>> Because years and yours just doesn’t sound the same.  

>> Okay. Can you guys fix it?  

>> On his birthday he turned eight years old.  

>> Now does it make sense?  

>> Yeah.  

>> So action step three is to provide opportunities for oral reading practice with feedback to 

develop fluent and accurate reading with expression and there are a number of different 

formats that you’re familiar with, individual oral reading with support, partner reading, core 



reading in small groups, echo reading, alternated reading and simultaneous reading and these 

can with the teacher or with a more experience peer.  

What you want to do is model and provide feedback to help students read text in a meaningful 

way rather than word by word so getting to -- The word fluency is tricky because a lot of our 

fluency measures do not involve comprehension so they’re really just speed of for word calling 

and students develop that kind of fluency really in first grade, towards the end of first grade 

and after that it’s not important to measure. What’s important to measure is the fluent 

expression with which they’re reading because they are gaining understanding from what 

they’re reading so fluency in that sense is a consequence of comprehension. It’s a consequence 

of understanding what you’re reading and you’re reading with expression because you’ve got 

the meaning. So teachers can help model fluent reading but they have to be aware of when 

students are stuck at that bottle-neck of not being able to decode the word, help them with the 

decoding, but then also encourage them to read the whole sentence with expression. And as 

the students become better and better, if at their word reading they’ll be able to -- The teacher 

can gradually release that decoding word level support and they’ll be able to read in 

progressively longer and longer phrases. So, both repeating reading and wide reading are 

important to use in this work on fluency to read with understanding and expression. Also, the 

kind of text is enormously important as you can image and that is the question that comes out 

in our obstacle here, “How do I select text that are accessible to all students in my classroom?” 

Well, you probably can’t have one text for all your students, you’re going to have to 

differentiate instruction with small groups and this need to differentiate instruction is why the 

Florida Centre for Reading Research came up with the student centre activities which are freely 

available on our FCRR.org website and are used all over the English speaking world to have 

meaningful activities at centers while the teacher pulls small groups or if you can bring in aids 

or retired teachers to run multiple small groups, that’s ideal. But, anyway, the point is you need 

to select text with your students reading ability in mind and the purpose of instruction. So, for 

example, using the practice guide, uses the conventional wisdom of if you have more than 10% 

errors in reading a text that’s frustratingly level, and if you have less than 5% that’s 

independent reading.  

So instructional level text is where you read with less than 10% errors but you’re going to make 

some errors. So you can think of independent level text for maybe for fluency practice but 

you’re going to have to provide some support to students how are still struggling with some of 

the word level skills. Frustrational level text, you don’t think about it, but listening 

comprehension is reading to students from text that is above their reading their level for the 

purpose of building their oral language skills. So, yes, it’s fine to use frustrational level text for 

that purpose, in fact building their listening comprehension and their knowledge of the world 

and vocabulary is really important, we kind of don’t do that enough particularly after the 

primary grades.  

For students with serious comprehension difficulties you want to select text where the students 

can comprehend with support, so these are clearly written, well organized text with unfamiliar 

topics and hopefully engaging topics to those students. More proficient readers obviously can 



benefit from text at or above their grade level that are challenging and engaging. So, different 

text for students for different purposes.  

Another obstacle, my beginning readers can only decode a few letter sounds so they rely on 

illustrations to identify words. No, have students read decodable text, I know it becomes kind of 

like a bad -- Teachers often think, “No, I want to use level text, not decodable text.” The leveling 

system is pretty subjective. The decodable text for the student who is at that level of word 

reading is really important. In fact, they appreciate it. I’ve never seen a student who’s -- You 

know, Kindergarten student beginning to read that doesn’t appreciate being able to actually 

decode the words, even though the adult is kind of like, “There’s nothing I can ask them.” 

There's that comprehension question there. Like our pig story early, “Okay, you know.” But we 

actually wrote some comprehension questions for decodable text to make people feel better, in 

one our studies, so it can be done, but it’s really an important practice for the students.  

And then modeling out not yet decodable words, for the students, rather than having them rely 

on the illustrations, and then telling students the very challenging or irregular words and having 

them repeat the words and even spelling them out loud, as part of that earlier strategy I talked 

about can all be a very good strategy.  

Another obstacle, “I have limited time and resources for one on one instruction. How can I 

maximize my instructional time to provide each student with individualized feedback?” Well, 

you need to differentiate and have small groups, as I said early, and if you teach the students in 

an instructional routine early on in the year then and you practice that routine, “Okay, now I’m 

pulling this reading group, other students you go to your centre activities or you do thus and 

such and your desk.” Once you get the routines in place then this differentiation becomes much 

easier and that’s where we really need to work with our new teachers. It’s really hard to 

differentiate when you’ve got you know a large classroom with students all expecting you to 

teach them one on one.  

So, that’s the end of the over view of the practice guide. I want to tell you a little bit of about 

our professional learning communities because I think these materials could be very helpful to 

you and your districts and your schools and these are the materials that were put into that 

massive online course at NC State’s Friday Institute. So the PLC came about because -- With this 

practice guide people were asking for, “Okay, how do I get this information to my teachers, into 

the schools and into the classroom? “ So we have a facilitator guide and we have participant 

guide and there are five steps to the PLC process, debrief, define in session goals, exploring new 

practices and comparing to current practices, experimenting with newly learned strategies and 

then reflecting and implementing.  

The facilitator guide and all these materials are going to be at the URL on my last slide so you 

can find everything in one place. So there’s a framework for the session, there are participant 

activities, discussion questions, small group activities, whole group activities and all these 38 

videos are available so there’s key points about the videos. So facilitators, choosing them 

carefully is really important, people who have deep knowledge about primary grade literacy, 

who are respected by their peers, who have good adult learning, strategies and such. That’s all 



very important. Whether you do your PLC in grade level teams or across the district, I mean 

there are many different ways to organize it that we have seen, that can work.  

The participant activities include examples, reflection questions, lesson plan examples and 

templates, video viewing guides and sharing opportunities. We recommend that the facilitator 

and the participants print their materials and put them in a three ring binder. They’re all online, 

you can just, you know, look at them on an electronic device but we’ve seen that printing them 

has value.  

Now I’m going to show you a clip of this because you’ll see how it relates. This is kindergarten, 

academic language, K1, whole class and they’ve read a text about lions, the teacher’s read to 

them.  

>> So, this story, this book. It was about lions. What do you think? Are lions a wild cat or cat 

that we can have as a pet? Think about this. I want you to turn to your partner and share what 

you think.  

>> I think it’s a --  

>> I think it’s a wild cat.  

>> It’s a wild cat.  

>> Tell your partner why you think it’s a wild cat.  

>> [ROOM DISCUSSION]  

>> All right, and my hand goes up. Nice job guys. I want a few people to share with me what 

your partner said, what you think about lions.  

>> I think it’s a wild cat because it lives in the wild.  

>> Okay. Albert?  

>> I said that lions are a wild cat because they live in Asia and Africa and they do a really loud 

roar and they’re big so you can’t have them as a pet.  

>> I like how you used what you already know about lions to think about whether they’re wild 

or not.  

>> I said that lions -- I think they are wild because they eat meat mostly.  

>> Yeah [INAUDIBLE]  

>> I think lions are wild cats because if you try to keep them as a pet, they’ll just destroy your 

house.  

>> Yeah, you wouldn’t want to try that. So, I want you to think about a cat that you’ve seen. It 

could be a cat maybe at your house, maybe near your house or at a zoo. Think about that cat.  

>> So, in the PLC you have the key points about the video that we just saw and this helps to 

guide the facilitator in some of the key points. So the teacher modeled how to provide a 

reasoned answer, for example, I like how you put the question and the answer together, you 

said, “I can describe my cat as black and having sharp claws.” Actually we didn’t see all the 

video. It drew more information from students who provided a limited response, “Tell your 

partner what you think a lion is a wild cat.” Asked open questions, “How can you describe the 

cat?” To get the students using their language and prompted students to add additional details 

to their answers, “You mentioned a cat going outside, what you think would happen if a pet cat 

that is used to being inside goes outside?” So there are lots of way to prompt oral language that 



gets into inferential language as well as the sort of academic language constructions we talked 

about. And this PLC guides -- Has those guiding questions so the facilitator doesn’t have to 

come up with everything on their own.  

And then there’s a reflection and implement stage. The idea is that the teachers would then go 

into their classroom, try out some of these strategies and come back and report how they 

worked and reflect, discuss, implement, try again and come up with maybe new strategies to 

get at the concept.  

So I think that -- Yes -- That gives us plenty of time for questions which I wanted to make sure 

we had time and this URL, at the bottom, is where all these materials can be found together. 

They’re all on IES website in different places so it’s impossible to pull it all together but at 

www.fccr.org\plc\ you find the foundational reading skills practice guide, you find the link to 

the 38 YouTube videos. These were put on YouTube via IES channel. The PLC materials, so you 

have the facilitator guide and the participants guide so everything is available in one place, easy 

to find.  

I can take some questions and I will repeat your question best I can. Okay? Any questions? 

What are you struggling with? What are the things that are most challenging to you in teaching 

beginning reading? Are your students all above grade level [INAUDIBLE] here in Pennsylvania? 

There’s a question in the back.  

>> I'm a parent and my child is [INAUDIBLE] Spanish version of them [INAUDIBLE]. I tried my 

best [INAUDIBLE] but are there are any games or website or apps that I can use to supplement 

[INAUDIBLE].  

>> The questioner is a parent whose child is in a Spanish immersion program during the day and 

she is teaching English reading at home in the evenings and she’s asking about resources. I 

would definitely go to the FCRR website to get the student centre activities because they’re 

nice you know there are one page suggestions. They’re a great resources; we’ve had a lot of 

parents appreciate those resources. There’s actually a parent guide for this practice guide that 

just came out. I’m trying to think -- Tips. It’s called Tips for Parents. So it may be located on the 

IES website under this practice guide, so if you Google the name of this practice guide 

Foundation Reading Skills practice guide, hopefully that tips for parents document is there. I will 

tell you for a regional educational lab we’re coming up with another resource that probably will 

take -- It won’t be out for a year probably but it’s called A Teachers Guide for Supporting Family 

Literacy and it’s based on these recommendations but it’s for teacher, for ideas for what you 

can you do at family literacy night at your school and for example there’s a lot on the oral 

language part and specifically dialogic reading. With a book list there, book suggestion that are 

very frequently found you know in homes or in libraries and it has some prompts that can be 

asked that will lead to rich discussions. You’d think that people would know how to read a book 

to their child but we found -- When I was in Texas I was in a pediatrics department on a school 

based children’s learning institute for 10 years and we had to reach out and reprogram where 

pediatricians prescribe a book during the well baby visits, and what we did is turn off day time 

TV in the waiting room and put in VHS, that’s what we had back then. VHS tapes of how to read 

to your child, dialogic reading. How to read a book, ask questions, get them engaged and that is 



such a great thing to do cos well baby clinics reach every child in the city so Pennsylvania 

Department of Ed might think about that as a great resource as we try to focus on birth to age 

three literacy too.  

So this teacher guide will be very helpful in a year, in the meantime I think the parent tips guide 

will be good, the FCRR materials. Is anyone else -- Actually I don’t know if Pennsylvania 

Department of Ed has a parent resource site on their website, I’m looking at you. It does? Okay. 

So the Pennsylvania Department of Education has activities for parents. I happen to know the 

Mississippi Department of Education has a very good site for parents and their resources. So 

those are what come to mind that are freely available and have been vetted. Okay?  

Any other questions? Yes.  

>> [INAUDIBLE] So, I have a nine year old [INAUDIBLE] that she didn’t [INAUDIBLE] she just 

started talking and that is [INAUDIBLE] a few words [INAUDIBLE].  

>> Right.  

>> [INAUDIBLE] I’m worried about [INAUDIBLE] Kindergarten level of reading [INAUDIBLE].  

>> Right.  

>> [INAUDIBLE] Few questions. [INAUDIBLE] Sometimes [INAUDIBLE] slur her words 

[INAUDIBLE] is challenging for her. My question is how [INAUDIBLE] is she not saying them 

right? [INAUDIBLE]  

>> Well that’s good.  

>> [INAUDIBLE] then we have to relearn them all over again.  

>> Right.  

>> [INAUDIBLE]  

>> Yeah. Let me just summarize what you’ve been saying so far. So this is a parent who has an 

autistic child who is nine years old now in third grade but really at a kindergarten level and is 

getting speech therapy, which is excellent. Let me just say something. So, humans aren’t born 

knowing how to read, we have to teach them and then brain has to become trained up to learn 

to read and we did -- When I was in pediatrics department we actually partnered with the 

neural surgery group at University of Texas, Houston Health Science Centre and Jack Fletcher 

and I designed studies for them because they were dealing with adults who mostly had epilepsy 

and they had to map the language centers of the brain in order to avoid those areas when they 

were doing their surgery for epilepsy and we’re showing them words to read to help in 

mapping the language part of the brain and they found very different regions of the brain 

dealing with reading. So another group then said let’s look at pre-readers, you know 

kindergartners who are not yet reading and follow them over time and they did. There’s FMIR 

but something less invasive is called MEG so it’s electrical measurements of the brain and they 

looked at the brain activation patterns before these kids could read and then as they learn to 

read and there’s generally a shift from looking a letters as just optical shapes which the right 

brain is good at, and then as they learn the left hemisphere, typically in most right-handed 

people becomes trained up to [INAUDIBLE] these optical shapes with linguistic meaning.  

So we also did a study with an intervention clinic and looked at the same process in kids who 

were severally delayed in reading. Mostly their comorbid problem was attention deficit 



disorder not autism. But what you see if that it’s a much lowered process to train up the brain 

so I hear language problems and learning to read, reading and understanding written language 

is inherently a language process and if your oral language skills are not developing normally it’s 

going to delay your reading. So getting identified early, getting speech language therapy is very 

important and there are some programs, I’m not here to sell a program but I will mention one 

that focuses on the articulation process which is the Linda Mood-Bell. It actually focuses on the 

shape on the mouth as it produces the sound. Something like that might be helpful. Linda 

Mood-Bell. Linda Mood hyphen Bell.  

So you have to -- So reading disabilities are kind of a core phonological issue but there are these 

others what -- It sounds medical and it is -- Comorbid problems which you often have to deal 

with to help the student learn to read so getting the right specialist involved, this goes beyond 

what a classroom teacher has been trained to do and this is where MTSS can be very you know 

helpful in getting the right specialist involved early on and the best treatment.  

Any other question? We have a few minutes left. No, it’s a very quiet group of people here. Oh, 

here’s on over here.  

>> [INAUDIBLE] Earlier that less than 5% [INAUDIBLE] greater than 10 is [INAUDIBLE]  

>> Yeah, these are just conventional notions that -- The question is sort of those percent errors 

as they identify the frustration independent instructional level. So instructional level’s kind of a 

narrow band. You’re not going to make more than 10% errors but you’re probably going to 

make more than 5%. So in that is -- You need to know your students well in order to be able to 

make this match between the student and the text. So that’s conventional wisdom not an 

impractically derived thing. I will say something else though. The work of Jimmy Kim is helpful 

here. A lot of people are using Lexiles to try to make a match between their student and the 

text and it works within kind of a two grade plus or minus. In order words a very crude 

measure. Teachers are a better judge of the match because they know the students interests 

and they know how the student is reading daily and how they’re performing. So trust your 

judgement in matching text to student.  

>> [INAUDIBLE]  

>> Actually the practice guide is using these percents and we’re using it based on the 

conventional wisdom that precedes any of these programs coming up. Most of the programs 

now are relying on lexiles and I’m just -- They’re good but they’re very crude and Jimmy Kim, at 

Harvard, has done summer reading work where teachers, the -- In 2017 summer issue of 

Reading Research Quarterly has a great article about him, about how he relied on teachers to 

help match text for summer reading and got really good impacts of a summer reading program. 

The teachers would be involved in selecting the books for the students, for designing the tri-

fold with the reading comprehensive questions and it’s an inspiring partnership that he had 

with his teachers in North Carolina.  

Okay. May be one more question and that would be it. If there are any more? Yes.  

>> [INAUDIBLE]  

>> Right.  

>> [INAUDIBLE] refresher course for me on how to address his needs [INAUDIBLE]  



>> Right, so, she’s dealing with deaf -- Students who are hard of hearing, deaf, and it is very 

difficult to teach reading when you haven’t had that oral input because, as I said, reading is a 

language based phenomena. So being able to segment sounds, and such, when you haven’t 

heard the sounds is enormously difficult and in the past students who are deaf have not really 

gotten beyond about a third level of reading. So I think with enhanced techniques called Clear 

Implants and other techniques to sort of enhance the audio input, we’re seeing some better 

results. So it’s not my area of expertise but I’m certainly aware of the challenge there, yes.  

Okay. I -- Unless there’s one more question, I think we are about ready to close up.  

Okay. Do you want to make a final comment?  

[APPLAUSE]  

>> Thank you. 
 


