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Changing Course: Large Scale Implementation  
of the Science of Reading

For the past thirteen years, Dr. Young has been 
a secondary special educator, and more re-
cently, a literacy instructional coach for a large 
urban school district in the Southwest United 
States. Over the past ten years, the district has 
demonstrated a commitment to implement-
ing the science of reading and has made great 
strides in implementation across its elemen-
tary schools. However, attempting to repli-
cate this progress in the district’s secondary 
classrooms has posed unique challenges. One 
problem of practice that district leaders have 
recently been grappling with is how to in-
crease effective multisyllabic word recognition 
instruction for secondary students. Historically, 
word recognition instruction had been nearly 
nonexistent beyond the district’s specialized 
intervention programs, a pattern consistent 
with broader trends in secondary education 
(Capin et al., 2022; Swanson, 2008). 

Approaches to Multisyllabic Word 
Recognition Instruction 
Word recognition refers to the ability to read 
words automatically and effortlessly. It en-
compasses the component skill of decoding, 
using knowledge of phoneme/grapheme cor-

respondences to sound out unknown words 
(Castles et al., 2018). While decoding is often 
associated with early literacy, it is also an im-
portant component of secondary word rec-
ognition instruction. In secondary settings, 
word recognition instruction should focus on 
the use of word attack strategies for decoding 
multisyllabic words, which comprise 90% of 
new words encountered in text beginning in 
the 5th grade (Kearns & Whaley, 2019). Howev-
er, the process of choosing and implementing 
a word attack strategy is more complicated 
than you may think.

Word attack strategies can be thought of as 
existing on a continuum that ranges from an-
alytical (i.e., using orthography and syllables to 
break down a multisyllabic word) to flexible (i.e., 
using morphemes and syllables to break down 
a multisyllabic word). To illustrate the differenc-
es in strategies across this continuum, we use 
the word irresponsible as an example. 

An analytical strategy using orthographic 
and syllabic rules might include having stu-
dents do the following:

•	 Note the double r differs from the single 
r-controlled syllable, which explains the 
sound of the first i. 
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•	 Label each syllable: exception (ir), open 
(re), closed (spon), consonant -le (ble). 

•	 Note the second i in the syllable (si) is an 
open syllable in the middle of a word, so 
it makes a schwa sound.

•	 Read syllables of the whole word: ir / re / 
spon / si / ble.

A flexible strategy of breaking down sylla-
bles and morphemes might direct students to 
follow these steps:

•	 Identify prefixes and suffixes: ir, re, ible.
•	 Underline and note the pronunciation of 

the vowel(s) in the remaining syllable of 
the word: spons.

•	 Read the morphemes and syllable of the 
whole word: ir / re / spons / ible. 

Although there is not enough research to 
say that one approach is more effective than 
the other (Austin et al., 2023), this district had 
historically prioritized an analytical approach 
to word attack in its professional development 
(PD).

Using Improvement Science to Change 
Course
In the 2020-2021 school year, the district’s di-
vision of secondary instruction decided to try 
something different, following the lead of its 
elementary counterparts. They offered paid 
PD for one cohort of secondary educators that 
focused on building teacher knowledge of 
word recognition instruction rather than pro-
gram implementation. It included a 30-hour, 
self-paced, on-demand training where teach-
ers learned an analytical approach to word 
attack with a certified Orton-Gillingham (OG) 
fellow from outside the district. The training 
was comprehensive in terms of rules and theo-
ry but left many secondary teachers unsure of 
how to translate this information into their in-
structional practice. District leaders were con-
cerned that despite such a large investment in 
time and resources, there was little impact on 
practice. 

Shortly after the initial training, Dr. Young 
partnered with the division of secondary in-
struction to establish a systematic framework 
for continuous improvement focused on this 
concern (Hinnant-Crawford, 2020). The team 
first engaged multiple stakeholders to under-
stand the root causes and contributors to the 
problem as well as possible improvements that 
were studied through iterative Plan, Do, Study, 
Act (PDSA) cycles (see Hinnant-Crawford, 
2020). This continuous improvement process 
highlighted the need for the district’s approach 
to PD to change course in four critical ways. 

Change 1: Move From Highly Analytical to 
Flexible Approaches in Word Attack
The district needed to do a better job of meet-
ing its secondary teachers where they were 
rather than the other way around. While the 
district had prioritized curricular programs 
and strategies aligned to an analytical ap-
proach, its secondary teachers prioritized fea-
sibility and practicality. Teachers expressed 
uncertainty about how and when to incorpo-
rate word attack strategies into their curricu-
lum, given competing demands for time and 
instruction. 

There are practical benefits to prioritizing 
more flexible approaches in terms of time, 
adaptability, and the ability to implement 
word attack strategies with existing grade-lev-
el materials, all of which were priorities ex-
pressed by district teachers (Young, 2023). 
Shifting to a more flexible approach also helps 
acknowledge the variability in teachers’ com-
fort with breaking words down into their com-
ponent parts rather than waiting for them to 
learn the complex rules needed for a highly 
analytical approach. For example, teachers 
can be directed to analogize when unsure of a 
particular affix or vowel sound by thinking of a 
word that contains that sound/affix. Thinking 
of words such as manage, footage, and usage 
can help a teacher recognize that the suffix 
-age is pronounced like /ij/ or /uj/, depending 
on one’s accent. 

Change 2: Pair the How and Why of Word 
Recognition Instruction
Previous PD addressed the how and why of 
word recognition instruction in isolation; some 
training emphasized the implementation of 
curricular programs, and others focused on 
theory. A key feature of the more recent ef-
forts to support teachers is prioritizing knowl-
edge paired with practical application (Leko &  

There are practical benefits 
to prioritizing more flexible 
approaches in terms of time, 
adaptability, and the ability 
to implement word attack 
strategies with existing grade-
level materials, all of which were 
priorities expressed by district 
teachers.
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Figure 1

Unit Start Screen, Breakdown Screen, and Build Screen From WordBuilder Unit 7

Note: WordBuilder can be found at http://www.wordbuilderapp.com
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Mundy, 2012). For example, follow-up support 
after the initial OG training focused on build-
ing teachers’ understanding of morphology 
and connecting this knowledge to the appli-
cation of a flexible word attack strategy using 
a practical instructional tool called WordBuild-
er.

WordBuilder is a free web-based appli-
cation that supports teachers and students 
in applying a flexible word attack strategy to 
multisyllabic words by cumulatively build-
ing knowledge of affixes and vowel sounds 
(see Figure 1). It was developed in the district 
using feedback from both teachers and stu-
dents through CALI Reads, a five-year project 
to improve literacy outcomes for adolescents 
funded by the Office of Special Education in 
partnership with the California Department of 
Education, Special Education Division. Unlike 
standalone curricular programs, WordBuild-
er offers more flexibility in terms of how and 
when it can be implemented, including use 
with grade-level curricular materials.

Another related change was in how the 
practical application was facilitated and sup-
ported. Videos were provided of word recog-
nition instruction in secondary settings. These 
videos feature local classroom educators and 
instructional coaches using and adapting 
WordBuilder in different subject areas, in-
structional settings (e.g., whole group, small 
group), and class sizes. Although time-inten-
sive in preparation, including these videos in 
PD has been significant in helping teachers 
with their role in supporting students’ word 
recognition skills, regardless of the subject 
they teach. This video bank is also accessible 
to teachers after the PD.

Change 3: Encourage Teachers Not to Get 
Hung Up on the Tool
Prior PD in the district emphasized the imple-
mentation of curricular programs “with fidel-
ity” in a way that promoted an all-or-nothing 
view from teachers. Now, teachers are encour-
aged to not get hung up on the tool as the 
only means to an end. While WordBuilder pro-
vides an array of resources that teachers have 
found valuable and feasible to implement, the 
goal of using a tool like WordBuilder is to help 
students learn a flexible word attack strategy 
well enough so that when they encounter un-
known words in grade-level text, they can use 
the strategy independently. 

Whereas special education teachers or sec-
ondary reading interventionists may choose 
to explicitly teach the scope and sequence 
provided by WordBuilder, a flexible approach 

allows all teachers to support students’ use of 
the word attack strategy, with or without the 
tool. During PD, teachers are given opportu-
nities to practice using their knowledge of 
word recognition instruction and WordBuild-
er’s flexible word attack strategy to adapt or 
supplement their existing instruction. This 
includes frequent modeling and opportuni-
ties to practice selecting and breaking down 
high-utility multisyllabic words from content 
area texts. For example, from one history text, 
a teacher selected extraordinary and incar-
nation for his students to break down using 
the word attack strategy, but he did not select 
bodhisattva.

Change 4: Provide the Conditions 
That Support Teacher Learning and 
Implementation
To support changes in practice, the district 
needed to listen to and address teacher feed-
back about barriers they experienced in re-
gard to learning and implementation. Lack of 
time, including for instructional planning, was 
a recurring concern. Now, PD includes collab-
orative planning time when teachers can work 
with one another to design lessons using the 
content covered in the PD. Similarly, the dis-
trict has begun using a spaced model of de-
livery for PD. Teachers expressed the need for 
time to process information and opportunities 
to practice on their own. In a spaced model, 
teachers attend an initial session and are pro-
vided three to five weeks to process informa-
tion and practice using the strategy before re-
convening for a second session.  

Support also cannot stop when the ses-
sion ends if changes in practice are the goal. 
Due to the large number of teachers who at-
tend district trainings, providing follow-up 
coaching from the district for all attendees, 

Teachers expressed the need 
for time to process information 
and opportunities to practice on 
their own. In a spaced model, 
teachers attend an initial session 
and are provided three to five 
weeks to process information 
and practice using the strategy 
before reconvening for a second 
session.
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although most effective (Kraft et al., 2018), is 
not always feasible. An online Professional 
Learning Community (PLC) using the district’s 
Learning Management System has been a 
beneficial and more sustainable alternative. 
The online PLC offers teachers a community 
of support (e.g., weekly drop-in “office hours” 
and spaces to share success stories, discuss 
challenges, and ask for feedback) and ongo-
ing access to resources (e.g., modules, model-
ing videos, new “tips and tricks” added to the 
feed). When time is a barrier, teacher partici-
pation is entirely voluntary. Teachers reported 
that while they may not always post, they do 
look at and appreciate the updates and easy 
access to resources.

Looking Ahead
In this district, building secondary teacher 
knowledge and practice of word recognition 
instruction is an ongoing process that is now 
part of a systematic and continuous improve-
ment process. However, changing course in 
the approach to PD in ways more responsive 
and contextualized to the perspectives of the 
district’s secondary teachers has been an im-
portant step in the right direction. Since be-
ginning this improvement process, secondary 
PD offerings have expanded to reach even 
more secondary teachers, and there is grow-
ing evidence of implementation across the 
district as a result.  

As more and more districts have success-
fully moved away from Balanced Literacy ap-
proaches and embraced the science of read-
ing, new questions and challenges related to 
reading instruction are emerging. Many dis-
trict and school leaders may once again find 
themselves needing to change course, but 
now, they’ll be identifying the most effective 
ways to improve, support, and sustain mean-
ingful implementation and instructional prac-
tice. Yet, much of this discussion has been 
too narrowly focused on elementary settings. 
Responding to the complexities and unique 
characteristics of secondary students and 
their teachers requires a different approach. In 
summary, it is essential that these efforts are 
systematic and intentional, being sure to in-
clude teachers’ perspectives in the process.  
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