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High-quality reading instruction in the primary grades represents one of America’s most critical educational needs for  

the 21st century. Research suggests that students who start out with difficulties reading have a hard time catching up  

later (Adams & Alexander, 2012; Hernandez, 2012; Shepherd & Marzola, 2011). Houghton Mifflin Harcourt’s iRead® 

program is a digital reading program for Grades K–2 that is designed to ensure mastery of all foundational reading skills 

of the Common Core State Standards and other rigorous state standards, in order to help close the achievement gap 

before it begins. 

iRead offers an essential component of a complete early literacy program as it is focused on providing intensive, 

individualized instruction in foundational skills. As such, it can be integrated with a wide variety of English Language Arts 

(ELA) instructional programs currently in use in K–2 classrooms. This professional paper describes:

 n The critical importance of foundational reading skills 

 n The place of foundational skills in K–2 reading programs 

 n How iRead supports best practices 

 n Integrating iRead as part of the K–2 ELA program

USING iREAD WITH K–2 ENGLISH 
LANGUAGE ARTS PROGRAMS
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THE CRITICAL IMPORTANCE OF FOUNDATIONAL READING SKILLS

Reading is a multidimensional activity. In order to help students 

get a good start on reading, the best reading programs in the 

critical K–2 grades cover a range of reading-related skills and 

instructional objectives—including foundational decoding-

related skills, which represent an essential part of learning to 

read (Adams, 1990; Dewitz & Wolskee, 2012; Pressley, Rochrig, 

Bogner, Raphael, & Dolezal, 2002; Slavin, Lake, Chambers, 

Cheung, & Davis, 2009). 

The critical importance of foundational reading skills is 

reflected in the Science of Reading literature and rigorous 

state standards, which—in addition to the reading standards 

for literature and informational texts—also include 

foundational skill, with a focus in Grades K–2 on print concepts, 

phonological awareness, phonics and word recognition,  

and fluency. 

A large body of research and expert opinion confirms that 

problems with foundational skills and decoding represent a 

major barrier for many students in learning to read (Torgesen, 

2002). According to Pressley (2006), “the most typical difficulty 

experienced by beginning readers is in learning to recognize 

words—to decode” (p. 71). Furthermore, problems with 

developing automatic word recognition can help prevent 

students from understanding what they’re reading—with 

additional consequences down the road. As Pressley 

(2006) further explains, “Because reading is difficult and 

comprehension uncertain for poor decoders, their knowledge 

base does not expand as dependably through reading. . . . 

That is, there are strong associations between decoding skills 

and the knowledge gained through the reading of a text” (p. 

71). In short, early difficulties with decoding and foundational 

reading skills can cast a long shadow on students’ future 

reading and learning. 

Fortunately, research and expert opinion provide evidence that 

intensive, systematic, and explicit instruction can help prevent 

or correct foundational reading difficulties for most students. 

For example, Dewitz and Wolskee (2012) argue that explicit 

phonemic awareness and phonics instruction can help to make 

up for the lack of “preschool and rich language experiences at 

home” (p. 48). According to Pressley et al. (2002), a substantial 

body of research verifies that “intensive synthetic phonics-type 

instruction can improve the word recognition skills of children 

who have difficulties with beginning reading” (p. 8). Such 

instruction is more effective if it comes early, so that students 

can stay on track with reading (Honig, 2001; Torgesen, 2002).

Key characteristics of effective instruction that can help 

prevent reading difficulties in K–2 students include a systematic 

and explicit approach, extensive practice, and tailoring of 

instruction to the specific needs and prior knowledge of 

individual students. According to the authors of Preventing 

Reading Difficulties in Young Children: 

Children who are having difficulty learning to read do 

not, as a rule, require qualitatively different instruction 

from children who are “getting it.” Instead, they more 

often need application of the same principles by 

someone who can apply them expertly to individual 

children who are having difficulty for one reason or 

another (National Research Council, 1998, p. 12).

In particular, Strickland (2011) clarifies that “the intensity of 

instruction on any . . . skill or strategy should be based on 

need” (p. 49), as documented through the results of ongoing 

assessments. This should include “a great deal of practice in 

reading words—words in isolation and in texts” (Pressley, 2006, 

p. 181). According to instructional experts, in order for students 

to learn effectively how to read, explicit and systematic 

decoding instruction needs to be integrated with opportunities 

to read meaningful, connected text as part of a coherent 

instructional approach (Adams, 1990; Dehaene, 2009; Moats, 

2012; Pressley et al., 2002; Strickland, 2011). While explicit 

and systematic foundational skills instruction has value for all 

students, students at risk for reading difficulties in particular 

benefit from “reading instruction that is more intensive, more 

explicit, and more supportive than can be provided in a 

classroom of 20 to 30 children” (Torgesen, 2002, p. 13). 
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CORE READING PROGRAMS 
Most up-to-date core reading programs at the K–2 levels 

feature a foundational skills component, including phonics, 

phonemic awareness, and other aspects of decoding 

instruction. However, this does not mean these programs 

are designed to provide the kind of intensive, personalized 

instruction that can help prevent reading difficulties—by 

focusing on each student’s specific areas of need while 

avoiding devoting unnecessary time to skills the student has 

already developed.

A large majority (86.3%) of educators in Grades K–2 reported 

use of a core reading program in 2011–2012 (Resnick, 2012). 

However, adaptation of these programs to meet local needs 

was widespread. Almost half (47.2%) of the K–2 educators 

who used a core reading program reported that they pick 

and choose parts of it to use as needed (Resnick, 2012). 

Asked what they would add to or change in their core 

reading program to improve it, 28.4% of K–2 educators 

selected more phonics and phonemic awareness, while 

25.2% selected more resources for struggling readers. In 

addition, 37.9% of K–2 educators selected more resources 

to support Response to Intervention (RTI) (Resnick, 2012). In 

short, a substantial percentage of K–2 educators felt that the 

resources provided with their core reading program were not 

optimal for teaching phonics and phonemic awareness  

and/or for meeting the needs of struggling readers.

GUIDED READING
Many K–2 teachers use a guided reading approach with their 

core reading program or as an instructional and independent 

resource (Resnick, 2012). Guided reading programs involve 

assessing individual students’ current instructional reading 

levels, providing texts that are appropriate to students’ 

reading levels, and working with students in small groups to 

help them develop their decoding and comprehension of the 

texts they read—with the goal of helping individual students 

learn how to read increasingly complex texts (Fountas & 

Pinnell, 1996; Fountas & Pinnell, 2012). Specifically, guided 

reading offers “an instructional context for supporting each 

reader’s development of effective strategies for processing 

novel texts at increasingly challenging levels of difficulty” 

(Fountas & Pinnell, 1996, p. 25).

Proponents of guided reading acknowledge that explicit and 

systematic phonics and word study represent an important 

part of early reading instruction (Fountas & Pinnell, 2010). 

Within this context, guided reading provides exposure to 

letters and sounds, and opportunities to read a range of text 

types as well as varied and more challenging texts. 

READING WORKSHOP
Another approach to reading instruction that shares many 

characteristics of guided reading is the reading workshop, 

which has been most extensively developed by the Teachers 

College Reading and Writing Project (e.g., Calkins, 2001). In 

this approach, teachers explicitly teach and model reading 

comprehension strategies. Students apply these strategies 

while reading and discussing books in small groups, as well 

as while independently reading books they have chosen 

that are appropriate to their reading levels. Typical activities 

in the reading workshop include independent reading, 

minilessons about comprehension strategies, conferring 

and coaching with students, and guided reading groups 

with additional strategy lessons (Calkins, 2001). The reading 

workshop approach is often combined with a writing 

workshop approach, including having students write about  

what they have read (see Calkins, 1994). 

TEACHING FOUNDATIONAL READING  
SKILLS: BEST PRACTICES

 n Effective foundational instruction is differentiated. 

 n Effective foundational instruction is guided by 

assessment data. 

 n Effective intensive foundational instruction is integrated 

with reading of connected texts.

 n A well-managed literacy block is balanced between 

foundational reading skills and other literacy domains.

THE PLACE OF FOUNDATIONAL SKILLS IN K–2 READING PROGRAMS
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HOW iREAD SUPPORTS BEST PRACTICES

As special education researcher Ted Hasselbring (2012) notes, 

“Teaching a group of students with . . . divergent needs [with 

respect to foundational reading skills] is almost impossible, 

even for the best instructors” (para. 3). iRead technology meets 

the challenge of providing effective foundational reading 

instruction through a combination of explicit and systematic 

instruction for all students, ongoing embedded assessment to 

identify areas of need, and adaptive tailoring of instruction so 

that individual students receive more intensive teaching and 

practice with skills where they need more work. Instruction is 

differentiated for each student in pacing, amount of practice, 

and instructional content. 

iRead  provides explicit and systematic instruction in phonemic 

and phonological awareness, the alphabet, phonics, sight 

words, syllabication, morphology and syntax, and spelling, as 

called for by research and expert opinion in early reading1.

INDIVIDUALIZED PLACEMENT AND 
PROGRESSION 
At the beginning of the school year, iRead’s Screener 

assessment evaluates each student’s foundational reading 

skills and then places the student in the appropriate unit of 

instruction. To ensure mastery, students are placed either 

at grade level or below grade level at one of several entry 

points, based on the student’s performance on the Screener. 

More advanced students begin iRead on grade level rather 

than above grade level to ensure that all children have a 

common base of knowledge. 

Students move through the software at their own pace. 

Although all students receive practice in all topic areas, 

students who are more advanced have the opportunity 

to FastTrack through content by demonstrating mastery. 

Conversely, students who require additional practice may 

repeat topics multiple times with new content before  

moving on to the next series.

FastTrack assessments at the beginning of each series of 

lessons identify students whose level of prior knowledge and 

proficiency permits them to move through the series more 

quickly. These students may skip guided practice activities 

and proceed directly to more challenging activities that 

involve encoding, vocabulary, and reading connected text. 

Less-proficient students engage in these same activities after 

receiving the guided practice they need.

ENSURING MASTERY: ADAPTIVE FEEDBACK  
AND EMBEDDED SUPPORT
iRead provides intensive practice with feedback to ensure 

that students develop foundational skills to the point where 

the act of decoding becomes automatic, accurate, and quick, 

using the research-supported FASTT model (Fluency and 

Automaticity through Systematic Teaching with Technology).

Instruction and practice with foundational skills are closely 

integrated with reading appropriate connected texts featuring 

a high proportion of decodable words, as called for by 

research and expert opinion in developing students’ early 

literacy skills. These texts provide opportunities for students 

to apply what they are learning. 

If students’ responses indicate they are not yet at the mastery 

stage, they receive additional cycles of instruction and more 

opportunities to practice as well as activities that mix both 

new and repeated content so that the lesson continues to be 

fresh and engaging. Students receive customized support for 

persistent areas of difficulty. Throughout iRead, the corrective, 

adaptive feedback is tailored to individual student errors—

providing help that is always encouraging, never gets tired, 

and never loses patience.

Universal 
Screener and 

Placement Tool

Powered By

FASTT

Guided  
Practice

Independent 
Practice

Direct  
Instruction

Assess for 
Mastery

Adjusted 
Instruction

1 For more information, see the iRead Research Foundations Paper, available 
from the HMH Research Library at hmhco.com/research/library
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SUPPORTING THE NEEDS OF ALL  
STUDENTS
While iRead is designed to be used with all students, the 

program is uniquely suited to support students with special 

education needs and English learners (ELs). For example, 

iRead includes individualized, adaptive pacing as well as 

instructional scaffolds and supports for students who require 

additional assistance, including visual, auditory, tactile, and 

kinesthetic means. Designed with guidance from CAST 

(Center for Applied Special Technology, 2011), iRead is 

aligned with Universal Design for Learning (UDL) principles, 

providing multiple means of representation, expression, and 

engagement (Rose & Meyer, 2002), which can benefit students 

with and without special education needs.

In addition, the iRead program provides numerous supports 

to meet the needs of ELs. For example, the program 

includes photographs, animations, videos, and audio 

support to develop vocabulary, comprehension, conceptual 

understanding, and contextual knowledge. Articulation 

support is provided through articulation videos that model 

correct pronunciation of all 44 sounds of English. 

The program also provides vivid examples and images, 

giving Spanish-speaking students at various stages of English 

language acquisition access to academic vocabulary and 

everyday vocabulary words—to ensure meaning and develop 

cultural knowledge. Spanish translations and/or cognates for 

all target vocabulary words help Spanish speakers connect 

new words to known words in Spanish. The eBooks provide 

Spanish language previews as well as fluent read-alouds that 

model accuracy and expression.

SUPPORT FOR TEACHERS: ANALYTICS  
AND RESOURCES
iRead also provides resources for teachers to provide 

differentiated small-group instruction. HMH’s Groupinator®, 

an algorithmic grouping tool, recommends instructional 

groups based on where students are in the program’s 

scope and sequence. iRead includes over 200 online lesson 

plans, which expand on small-group instructional routines 

modeled in the Professional Guide and offer instructional 

routines aimed at specific learning targets. Direct links from 

the Groupinator provide handy access to select small-group 

Interactive Learning Tools—including iRead direct instruction 

videos, images, audio models, and activities—that are tailored 

to the appropriate skill level for each group. 

iRead provides clear, actionable student performance 

analytics, readily accessible from HMH’s digital platform. 

Individual results can be downloaded for offline analysis 

or for emailing to parents, literacy coaches, and/or other 

intervention specialists. iRead  includes a variety of analytics, 

such as the Growth Analytic, which provides an overview of 

the class’s progress through iRead’s Scope and Sequence; 

the Student Software Performance Analytic, which provides 

extensive in-depth analysis of the students’ performance 

on the software; and the Family Report, which provides an 

overview of each student’s performance on iRead, including 

areas mastered and areas that require further growth.

By handling the time consuming, yet important, details of 

ongoing assessment, teaching and reteaching, and extensive 

practice and feedback with foundational skills, iRead frees 

teachers to focus their time, efforts, and instructional expertise 

in other areas. For example, modeling comprehension 

strategies, integrating reading with content-area instruction, 

supporting the reading-writing connection, and building 

appreciation for reading (Adams & Alexander, 2012).
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|  More Info
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INTEGRATING iREAD AS PART OF THE K–2 ELA PROGRAM

CAN iREAD BE USED WITH ALL OF MY 
STUDENTS?  
iRead is designed for use with all of your students to ensure 

that they have a solid grounding in foundational skills. The 

Screener assessment places students where they need to be in 

the instructional sequence. Students will move quickly through 

skills where they have a solid prior grounding and will take 

more time as needed on skills where they need more work.

HOW MUCH TIME DO STUDENTS USE THE 
iREAD INSTRUCTIONAL SOFTWARE? 
Students use the iRead  instructional software for a minimum 

of 20 minutes a day, 3–5 days a week. In addition, teachers 

may engage students in targeted whole-class and small-group 

lessons designed to support students’ developing literacy 

skills. 

CAN iREAD BE USED AS PART OF A 
LEARNING CENTER APPROACH? 
Yes. Some students can work in iRead on computers while 

other students are engaged in different reading-related 

activities. The iRead  Professional Guide includes learning 

center ideas that promote foundational skills development 

through the use of games and manipulatives. Additionally, 

many of the learning center activities available on HMH’s 

digital platform encourage physical interaction with iRead  

printables, such as game boards, picture cards, and word 

tiles. Interactive learning tools are also available for teacher-

directed small-group instruction. 

CAN iREAD BE USED WITH OUR CORE 
PROGRAM?
Yes. iRead is designed for use with all core programs. The 

iRead instructional software can be used to provide explicit 

and systematic instruction and practice in foundational 

reading skills during the small-group instruction or work 

stations portion of the day. 

CAN iREAD BE USED WITH A GUIDED 
READING APPROACH? 
Yes. iRead can be used to provide explicit and systematic 

instruction and practice in foundational reading skills while 

guided reading lessons provide additional practice and 

instructional support reading and comprehending texts at 

the students’ appropriate level, as well as support reading 

increasingly challenging texts.  Students’ use of the iRead  

instructional software can be seamlessly included into 

learning centers or guided reading rotations. In addition, 

guided reading’s small-group instruction can be informed by 

iRead s individual student performance analytics, available on 

HMH’s digital platform. 

CAN iREAD BE USED WITH A READING 
WORKSHOP APPROACH? 
Yes. iRead can provide the strong base in foundational 

reading skills that students need in order to succeed in 

reading the texts they have selected and in applying 

comprehension skills in a reading workshop setting. At the 

same time, iRead’s adaptive approach to foundational skills 

instruction is well suited for a reading workshop model, as it 

frees teachers to model comprehension strategies and guide 

students in applying those strategies to texts they read. The 

iRead instructional software can be easily incorporated into 

small-group rotations.

HOW CAN WE USE iREAD’S SMALL-GROUP 
RESOURCES AS PART OF OUR CLASSROOM  
ELA PROGRAM? 
The iRead Professional Guide models instructional routines 

for use in small groups. Online lesson plans expand on 

these suggestions in the context of specific learning targets. 

Additionally, HMH’s Groupinator offers suggestions for 

flexible reading groups based on where students are in the 

program’s scope and sequence. 

HOW DOES iREAD SUPPORT RESPONSE  
TO INTERVENTION?
iRead is well suited to meet the research-based 

recommendations for Response to Intervention (RTI). First, the 

iRead  Screener assesses students’ foundational early literacy 

skills and determines the appropriate placement within the 

instructional sequence based on individual performance 

data. Second, iRead  provides Tier 1 RTI support through 

“differentiated reading instruction for all students based on 

assessments of students’ current reading level” (Gersten et al., 

2009, p. 6). Differentiation occurs both within the instructional 

software and through the use of iRead differentiated small-

group lessons. 



7   iREAD   |   PROFESSIONAL PAPER

iRead Classroom

For students demonstrating risk for future reading difficulties, 

iRead can provide Tier 2 support. Specifically, students 

performing below grade level can spend additional time 

on the instructional software, which provides intensive, 

systematic, and focused support on the specific areas where 

the student is struggling. In addition, teachers can use the 

iRead analytics feature to monitor student progress and 

performance on the instructional software and embedded 

assessments. Tier 2 support is also provided through the use 

of the Groupinator, which produces recommendations and 

resources for differentiated small-group instruction, based on 

iRead’s formative assessment data, for students with specific 

skill challenges. 

Tier 3 RTI support is also available for Tier 2 students who do 

not make adequate progress with iRead. Students identified 

as needing Tier 3 support should spend the greatest amount 

of time on the instructional software. iRead analytics and the 

Groupinator provide the necessary supports and resources for 

individualized, targeted Tier 3 interventions. 

WHAT RESOURCES ARE AVAILABLE TO  
HELP US INTEGRATE iREAD WITH OUR  
ELA PROGRAM?
The Planning and Preparation section of the iRead 

Professional Guide provides specific scheduling suggestions 

for use with a variety of programs, together with more general 

suggestions for how to use iRead in multiple environments, 

such as pull-out programs, media centers/libraries, learning 

labs, and home use. In addition, HMH Professional Services 

can help schools explore implementation options and 

recommend customizable solutions.

CONCLUSION

HMH’s iRead program utilizes the best research-based design 

to provide K–2 students with the kind of solid grounding in 

foundational skills that can prevent future reading difficulties, 

filling the gaps in many common reading programs. At 

the same time, its automated adaptive features help to 

ease the burden of intensive differentiated instruction on 

overworked teachers—freeing them to focus on other aspects 

of instruction. Whatever reading program is currently being 

used in the K–2 classroom, iRead has a vital role to play as an 

essential component in early literacy instruction.
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HMH Research 
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hmhco.com

R E S E A R C H
FOUNDATIONS:

®

Research Foundations 

Research Foundations papers, 
which include the Evidence and 
Efficacy papers, provide an in-
depth account of the theoretical 
underpinnings, evidence base, 
and expert opinions that guide the 
design and development of new 
and revised programs. Research 
Foundations map known research 
and design principles to practical 
applications of the program. 

R E S E A R C H 
TECHNICAL

GUIDE

hmhco.com

Research on Assessments

Research Assessments such as 
the Technical Guide accompany 
the release of a stand-alone 
assessment to demonstrate its 
reliability and validity. Technical 
Guides and supporting papers 
are periodically updated as 
additional reliability and validity 
evidence is collected in support 
of an assessment’s use and 
functionality. 

Research Results Including 
Efficacy Compendiums 

Research Results papers document 
the efficacy of a program in 
terms of Gold-level studies 
(strong evidence), Silver-level 
studies (moderate evidence), 
and Bronze-level studies 
(promising evidence). At HMH, 
program efficacy is monitored 
closely and continuously in a 
variety of settings, including 
varying geographical locations, 
implementation models, and 
student populations.

hmhco.com

R E S E A R C H 
PROFESSIONAL

PAPER:
Striving Readers

Research Professional Papers

Research Professional papers are  
typically authored by an expert in 
the field and highlight an important  
theoretical construct, practical 
application, program component, 
or other topic related to learning  
in the context of HMH programs.

 the complacency of “good 
enough”, 
guidance of the 
and the SPN to identify significant 

with the academic and technical skills 
needed to successfully 
from high school to college or the 
workplace. The International Center 
and 
programs, courses, and instructional 
support to improve performance 

  By adding 

and       students, LQHS helped 
ensure that all students 
skills they will need for success in 
college, career, and beyond.

Rejecting

rigor and

acquire

transition

opportunities to provide its students

hmhco.com

used the resources
international center

on the CAHSEE.

motivating
relevance to instruction

SPN assisted LQHS in developing 

R E S E A R C H 
CASE STUDY

HMH SERVICES

Professional
 Services

Research Case Studies 

Research Case Study papers 
showcase research that is primarily 
qualitative and/or anecdotal. 
Research Case Study papers 
may profile a particular educator, 
student, implementation, or 
special population of students. 
Research Case Study papers 
strive to provide more context for 
understanding programs  
in practice.

hmhco.com

R E S E A R C H  
RESULTS:
Early Outcomes
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