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The Science of Reading

Topics for today:

• Introduction to The Reading League Wisconsin

•A Definition of The Science of Reading

• The Simple View of Reading

• Scarborough’s Reading Rope

•Bringing the Science of Reading into Schools: WI Act 20 

•Bringing the Science of Reading into the Library
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The Reading League Wisconsin

Our mission is to advance the awareness, understanding, and use 
of evidence aligned reading practices in schools.

Our activities:
• School year virtual series
• Summer book study
• Annual conference
• Outreach events
• Dialogue with DPI and the state legislature
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The Defining Guide

The product of an 11-month collaboration of 21 
stakeholders representing a wide range of literacy 
organizations

Available for free download at thereadingleague.org
under Resources

Print copies available for $7.99

http://thereadingleague.org


6

The Definition

The science of reading is a vast, interdisciplinary body of 
scientifically-based research about reading and issues related to 
reading and writing.

This research has been conducted over the last five decades
across the world, and it is derived from thousands of studies
conducted in multiple languages. The science of reading has 
culminated in a preponderance of evidence to inform how 
proficient reading and writing develop; why some have difficulty; 
and how we can most effectively assess and teach and, therefore, 
improve student outcomes through prevention of and intervention 

for reading difficulties. 
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Where Does the Research Come From?

→ Cognitive Psychology → Communication Sciences

→ Developmental Psychology → Education

→ Special Education → Implementation Science

→ Linguistics → Neuroscience

→ School Psychology → Speech and Language Psychology
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The Explosion of Brain Science

• Reading is not natural (unlike speech)
• Multiple areas and networks in the brain are used:

• Print, speech sounds, language, and meaning
• We need to build the neural connections between 

these areas for reading
• Efficient pathways develop with explicit 

instruction and deliberate practice
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How the Brain Learns to Read
Keys to Literacy

https://keystoliteracy.com/blog/how-the-brain-learns-to-read/
https://keystoliteracy.com/blog/how-the-brain-learns-to-read/
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To Learn More About the Brain Science

Watch the first 15 minutes of How the Brain Learns to Read
from Prof. Stanislas Deheane
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=25GI3-kiLdo

See pages 21-32 in Learning to Read: A Primer Part One
from Amplify for time-lapse fMRI images of the brain while 
speaking a word and reading a word 
https://go.info.amplify.com/primer-pt1

https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&source=web&rct=j&opi=89978449&url=https://www.youtube.com/watch%3Fv%3D25GI3-kiLdo&ved=2ahUKEwi3ipum36yGAxUhIjQIHVmqC8IQtwJ6BAgQEAI&usg=AOvVaw04tcvYpt48Zs2DU08TE9cc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=25GI3-kiLdo
https://go.info.amplify.com/primer-pt1
https://go.info.amplify.com/primer-pt1
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Linking Research to Practice

The goal of reading is deep comprehension of text, which 
requires automatic word level processing.

“Educators who are knowledgeable about the necessary 
connections between the pronunciation of the spoken word, 
the sequence of letters in the written word, and the 
meaning of the word, can implement reading instruction 
and assessment that promotes the level of automatic word 
recognition that is necessary for the deep processing of 
the meaning of texts.” 
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Decoding 

(word recognition)

(Gough & Tunmer, 1986)

Language 

comprehension

Reading

comprehension

D x LC = RC

The Simple View of Reading



(Scarborough, 2001)
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Good LC x Weak D
Beginning readers
People with learning difficulties such 
as dyslexia

Good LC x Good D
No reading difficulty

Weak LC x Weak D
Beginning readers who are learning 
English
Readers with difficulties in both 
domains 

Weak LC x Good D
English learners
Readers with Developmental 
Language Disorder
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What the Science of Reading Is NOT

• An ideology or philosophy
• A fad, trend, new idea, or pendulum swing
• A political agenda
• A one-size-fits-all approach
• A program of instruction
• A single, specific component of instruction, such as 

phonics
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Word Recognition Instruction
Aligned Not Aligned
Phoneme level focus for         Focus on rhyming, syllables,                  
alphabetics instruction           and onset-rime to learn reading

Explicit and systematic Implicit and incidental instruction in 
decoding and encoding word reading; visual memorization
instruction following a scope  of whole words; guessing from 
and sequence                       context, picture, or syntax cues

Text reading to build            Emphasis on speed over accuracy in 
accuracy, automaticity,         text reading
fluency, and comprehension   Practice focuses on leveled or

Practice includes decodable   patterned text or sustained silent
text at the early levels reading for all students             
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Language Comprehension Instruction
Aligned Not Aligned
Read-alouds from a variety      Read-alouds from non-complex
of complex texts to build          leveled text that students will be
knowledge and vocabulary       reading later

Robust conversation to            A lack of explicit instruction of
develop morphology and         of morphology; memorization of
academic language,                isolated word definitions out-of-
including narrative and           context; lack of strategic and
inferential language               intentional instruction

Explicit instruction in              Implicit instruction of grammatical
grammatical structures           structures
and academic vocabulary
during other reading activities
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Bringing the Science Into WI Schools: 

Under Act 20 (2023), Wisconsin schools are required 

to provide science-based, explicit and systematic early 

literacy instruction in:

→ Phonological and Phonemic Awareness  → Phonics 

→ Reading fluency → Comprehension

→ Oral language development → Vocabulary

→ Writing
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Bringing the Science Into WI Schools: 

Under Act 20 (2023), Wisconsin schools may NOT 

provide word recognition materials or instruction that 

use the three-cueing model, defined as:

“...any model, including the model referred to as 

meaning, structure, and visual cues, or MSV, of 

teaching a pupil to read based on meaning, structure 

and syntax, and visual cues or memory.” 
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Other Act 20 Provisions
• Teacher prep programs must align with the science

• Barb Novak is the Director of the new Office of Literacy

in DPI -responsible for Act 20 implementation

• Literacy coaches will be trained and funded for some of 

the lowest performing schools

• Universal screening K-3 will be conducted 3X/year

• Students in the lowest 25% will receive further diagnostic 

assessment and personal reading plans

• Districts may qualify for a partial subsidy to purchase a 

K-3 classroom program recommended by the Early 

Literacy Curriculum Council
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The Six Recommended Programs

• CKLA by Amplify

• EL by Open Up Resources

• Wit and Wisdom with Geodes and Really Great Reading

• Wit and Wisdom with Geodes and Wilson Fundations

• Bookworms by Open Up Resources

• Into Reading with Structured Literacy Lessons and 

Amira by HMH



22

What Does This Mean for WI Libraries?

• Parents and students will continue to need access to 
your quality children’s literature and informational text 
in order to build their background knowledge, 
vocabulary, and language comprehension skills

• Parents, students, and teachers may come to you looking 
for different resources to help with word recognition 
skills: decodable books vs. leveled or patterned books 
that have been heavily used in schools that adopted 
”balanced literacy”
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Patterned Texts
• Patterned readers have repetitive text (often with 

pictures) intended to help the student predict the words
• I see a robin. I see a crow. I see an eagle. I see a 

flamingo.
• Patterned texts familiarize students with patterns in 

language, but do not teach decoding skills
• Early reliance on guessing based on patterns can create 

non-productive habits while also not providing necessary 
decoding practice 

• Great for read alouds
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Leveled Texts

• Leveled readers are leveled in many different ways: 
length of sentence, number of pictures, vocabulary, word 
count, etc.

• Levels generally run A - Z or 1 - 70
• Though intended to align with a student’s reading 

“level,” they are not very accurate in the early years, and 
they are not leveled by a sequence of phonetic decoding 
patterns. 
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Decodable Texts
• Follow a phonetic scope and sequence 
• The decodability depends on what the reader knows

• CVC (mat), CCVC (stop), CVCC (jump), CV (be), 
CVCe (bake), Vr (her), V-team (aid, night), C-le 
(bubble), Suffixes (-ing, -ed, -e/-es)

• They provide practice with the phonetic concepts 
• Pictures do not aid in figuring out the words
• Used primarily in early reading instruction (K-2), for 

introduction of new concepts in later instruction, and for 
intervention with struggling students or English learners

• Materials beyond the decoding ability of the reader are 
used during read alouds





Short vowels a 

and i

Selected single 

consonants

Whole Phonics – Tag Dad – Level 1 Unit 2, Book 5



All short vowels

All single consonants

Digraphs ch, th, -zz, 

-ll, -ff, -ss, -ck
Whole Phonics – To Win at Chess – Level 2, Unit 4, Book 11 



All short vowels

All single consonants

Consonant digraphs (ch, th, ck, -ng)

Consonant blends (-mp, -nt, st-)

Common vowel teams (ea, ow, oo)

Consonant-le (-tle)

Suffixes –s and -es

Okapi Flying Start – Teaching Their Young – Stage 3



Focus: 

ear 

err
Low-

frequency 

spellings

Laprea Publishing

Green Level 

(advanced)



Beanstalk Books – Moon Gazing -Phase 6 –

Suffixes, Non-fiction



Okapi Flying Start – Caves - Stage 3, Module 6, 

Less Common Letter Sounds



Beanstalk 

Books –

Race Across 

the Desert

Phase 5 Fiction 

Advanced 

Vowel Spellings

Digraphs wh, 

ph



Phonic Books, Titan’s Gauntlets –

A Strange Location

Book 8    /shun/ = tion
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Teach My Kid to Read

The Road to Decode is a TMKTR initiative for libraries 
launched in 2019 to enlist librarians to learn about, stock, 
and provide parents, caregivers, and educators with 
information and resources that help all children, especially 
early and struggling readers, learn to read. 

TMKTR was the first organization to promote sound aloud 
or decodable books, the lesser-known resources that help all 
children become skilled readers. Working with the public 
libraries, The Road to Decode enables all children to have 
equal access to resources that help them learn to read.

https://teachmykidtoread.org/literacy-at-the-library/library-partners/?utm_source=Email%20followers%2011_20_2018&utm_campaign=a7f7a1cd0e-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_09_16_06_57&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_b69d0c0553-a7f7a1cd0e-345773942
https://teachmykidtoread.org/literacy-at-the-library/the-road-to-decode/
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Resources to Help Libraries Understand 
and Build Decodable Collections
Join The Road to Decode Community
https://teachmykidtoread.org/register-for-the-road-to-decode-community/

Teach My Kid to Read

The Reading League Decodable Text Sources
https://www.thereadingleague.org/decodable-text-sources/

The Reading League

What Are Decodable Books and Why Are They  Important?
https://www.readingrockets.org/topics/curriculum-and-instruction/articles/what-are-decodable-books-and-why-are-they-important

Reading Rockets

https://teachmykidtoread.org/register-for-the-road-to-decode-community/
https://teachmykidtoread.org/register-for-the-road-to-decode-community/
https://www.thereadingleague.org/decodable-text-sources/
https://www.thereadingleague.org/decodable-text-sources/
https://www.readingrockets.org/topics/curriculum-and-instruction/articles/what-are-decodable-books-and-why-are-they-important
https://www.readingrockets.org/topics/curriculum-and-instruction/articles/what-are-decodable-books-and-why-are-they-important
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Decodables from: Booksource, Okapi, and Laprea

Keith Ahrens – Ahrens Education Group
Keith@ahrenseducation.com

920-460-0099

mailto:Keith@ahrenseducation.com
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Wauwatosa Public Library Decodables

Benchmark* Bob Books Dandelion Launchers*

Little Honey Books* Flyleaf Little Sprouts

Little Learners (Pip & Tim and Big World Nonfiction)

Oxford Primary Phonics   

Phonic Books - Dragon Egg Series and Moon Dog Series

Saddleback (Go Emerge; Go Decode; Go Engage; Go Excel)

*Specifically requested by Wauwatosa School District
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Advice from Wauwatosa Public Library

• Keep the higher content decodables (Moon Dog, 
Saddleback) with the series books, not the early 
readers

• Attach “Little Learners” cards to the backs of the 
books in that series

• Utilize a binder for an easy explanation of how 
Science of Reading works with patrons - also used 
by reading specialists for locating specific titles to 
meet their student's needs
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Encouragement from the Wauwatosa 
Public Library

Wauwatosa Public Library has built a substantial SOR 
collection to support literacy.  We have become known by 
educators as the place to "shop".  More importantly, we 
receive feedback from excited parents that their child is 
reading.  As a public library, it is our responsibility to not 
only promote literacy, but give every child the opportunity, 
the right, to learn to read.
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