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Foci of Presentation

• Current:  

	 How are we interpreting “Below Basic”?

	 What instruction does that interpretation produce?  


• Alternative: 

	 What alternative interpretations are supported by evidence?

	 How does this evidence change what and how we teach?  



How are we interpreting 
“Below Basic”? 



National Assessment of Educational Progress 
(2024)

8th Grade

Proficient Basic Below Basic

12th Grade

Proficient+ Basic Below Basic













NAEP panel's mandate: to "establish a 
vision (in the form of guidelines and 
aspirational goals) reflecting current 
issues within the educational 
context" (Forzani et al., 2022, p. 161). 

Aspirational by Design
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Independent Evaluations of NAEP



• "NAEP achievement-level results do not appear to be reasonable 
compared with other external information about students' 
achievement" (p. 7). (Pellegrino et al., 1999)


• The National Academies of Science, Engineering, & Medicine 
questioned validity of achievement levels and called for evidence 
linking NAEP performance to real-world outcomes (Koenig & 
Edley, 2017)

Independent Evaluations of NAEP
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What instruction does this 
interpretation produce? 



From Research-Based Design 

to Demonstrated Effectiveness:


Evaluating the Evidence Behind Commercial 
Adolescent Reading Interventions


Sarah Lupo & Elfrieda H. Hiebert


This section is based on:  



I D E N T I F I C AT I O N  &  I N T E R V E N T I O N

Enforceable mandates

Virginia & Maryland: MTSS frameworks + required Student Reading Intervention Plans   | 
Tennessee & South Carolina: screener-based flags and mandated support tiers in grades 4–8   | 
Indiana: MTSS identification, support plans in development

I N S T R U C T I O N A L  M AT E R I A L S

Shifting from guidance toward prescription

Virginia: state-approved adolescent list (Read 180, Lexia PowerUp, LANGUAGE! Live)   | Ohio & 
Texas: HQIM lists with strong district adoption incentives   | California: approved list for gr. 1–8 
expected late 2026

P R O F E S S I O N A L  L E A R N I N G

LETRS migrating into secondary — unevenly

Ohio: SoR training required for ALL K–12 teachers   | Florida: Reading Endorsement required for 
secondary intervention teachers; LETRS Vols. 1–2 accepted   | California (SB 488): literacy 
competency now required for secondary credential



State Role of State List Specific Secondary HQIM (Grades 6–12)

Virginia Prescribed (Required for VLA) Read 180, Lexia PowerUp, LANGUAGE! 
Live, SIPPS (6-8)

Ohio Prescribed (Required for funding) Lexia PowerUp, Reading Horizons 
Elevate, Wilson Just Words, REWARDS

Florida Prescribed (Required for Intensive) HMH Read 180, McGraw Hill 
StudySync, Perfection Learning Connections

California Scheduled Mandate (Late 2026) iLit, StudySync, Lexia PowerUp, Read 180 
(HMH)

Texas Incentivized (HB 1605 Entitlements) Amplify ELAR Texas, Bluebonnet Learning 
(OER), Take Flight (Dyslexia)

New Mexico Incentivized (SB 37 Grants) Core Knowledge (CKLA), Imagine 
Learning, Achieve3000

New York Vetted & Recommended REWARDS, SIPPS, Great Minds Wit & 
Wisdom, i-Ready

Vetted & Mandated Adolescent Instructional Materials (Grades 6–12)


Focus Programs of 
Lupo & Hiebert (2026) 



Distinction:  Research-based Programs vs. Research-tested Interventions



            REWARDS: Research-Based 
Program

Blending word parts into 
words (Oral)

Listen and say:  dis crim i nate

Vowel combinations:  
Students say sounds for 
vowels (if box, then 2 sounds)

Vowel conversions:  Say the 
sound and then the name.
Reading parts of real words (if 
box: two sounds; asterisk:  
say name) (16 parts in all)
Underlining vowels in words 
(15 in all)
Correcting close 
approximations using context 
(Oral)

Pronounce each word incorrectly as shown, first by itself, and then in the sentence:


ă dor āble.  The kitten was so ă dor āble that we wanted to take it home.  

Archer, A. L., Gleason, M. M., & Vachon, V. (2000, 2014)



Prefixes & suffixes: Tell 
students word, then affix; 
students repeat & say 
affixes aloud (24 in all)

disturb ance:           ance

Circling prefixes & suffixes: 
Students circle, then read 1st 
part, then whole word. Next 
timed for number of words 
read in 10 sec. (21 words)


Meanings of prefixes & 
suffixes: Students read 
meanings of three affixes; 
then find meaning of word

Spelling dictation (4 words): 
Students say word, write, & 
compare with prototype

  disappearance



Academic vocabulary (Lessons 
1-15): Read word to self; Read 
explanation w/teacher.  Teacher 
says:  “I am thinking of a word:  
Someone makes something 
sound more important than it 
really is. Form the number of 
fingers on your desk.”

Lessons 16-20:  Sentence reading 
replaces academic vocabulary 
reading

Lessons 20 to 25:  Texts replace 
sentences



Research Studies of REWARDS (after implementation)

Wanzek et al. (2011)

• Comparison & Intervention groups (all LD) 

• Entry WJ-III Word Attack: 19th percentile (both) Com & 

Inter); 

• Entry TOWRE Sight Word:  13th (Inter); 10th (Com)

• Entry WJIII Comprehension:  9th

• Inter::  ≈ 135 hours

• Com::  Continued receiving usual special education & 

general education classes unchanged

Vaughn et al. (2010):

• Rewards was part of Phases 1 and 2 3 phases 

• Entry WJ-III Word Attack:  40th percentile 

• Entry WJIII Comprehension:  20-21 

• Comparison:  Received an elective class (e.g., art, band) 

rather than intervention
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•100–125 hours, delivered at 40–60 
minutes daily, 3–5 times per week.


•32% attrition:   50% completion for 
Hispanic students & 54% for African 
American students versus 87% for 
White students; 8th graders completed 
at 65%; 6th graders, 78%.


•Content of comparison groups: Locally 
developed and eclectic, including 
varying proportions of decoding, 
reading comprehension, and/or writing 
content; Directions to comparison 
teachers:  “use their best methods to 
‘beat out’ the research programs.”


Research-Tested Intervention: Phast > Empower

(Lovett et al., 2021)
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Focus Strategies

Sound Review & introduction of new sound (e.g., kn); Spelling 
application (e.g., Tell me the sound “nnn”; spell the letter(s)

Rhyming :  Bank of common words with high-frequency spelling 
patterns, which are used to figure out new words with same patterns 
(e.g., if I know am, and zoo, I can read shampoo

Peeling off: Students are taught affixes and then how to remove or 
peel off affixes to decode the remaining root.

Vowel Alert:  First try most common pronunciation of vowel; then try 
less common pronunciations

SPY:  seek familiar parts in unfamiliar words:  "I SPY the word ______ 
/ I SPY the word ______ / The whole word is ________." 

GAME PLAN:  Learning to “orchestrate” appropriate decoding 
strategy 



Tasks closely resemble those of Rewards
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Tasks closely resemble those of Rewards



Measure Hedge’s g p

Sound Combination*** 1.87 .000*

Challenge Words*** 0.97 .000*

WJ Spelling 0.20 .211

WJ Word ID 0.56 .098

WJ Passage Comp. 0.36 .078

WJ Reading Fluency 0.25 .244

WJ Word Attack 0.78 .001*

TOWRE—Phonemic Decoding 0.36 .029*

TOWRE Sight Word 0.22 .527

***Proximal Measures generated by researchers 
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What alternative 
interpretations of student 
capacity are supported by 
evidence?	
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      Just a little over a century ago, the only way to 
enjoy music was to play it or listen to it in person. 
Then, with the discovery of radio waves and the 
invention of recording technology, people could 
enjoy music anytime. Today, digital recordings 
make enjoying music even easier and more 
portable than ever. However, the process of 
producing music has become more complex.

     Prior to the sale of the first compact disc, or CD, 
music was sold and listened to on wax cylinders, 
phonographs, vinyl records, or cassette tapes.

Although most of these technologies are thought to 
be obsolete, you can still buy music in these 
formats.


Data Source:  Performances on DIBELS

University of Oregon (2022). DIBELS 8th Edition 2021-2022 Percentiles

(Technical Report 2201). DIBELS. https:/dibels.uoregon.edu




30th Percentile:  114 wcpm, 98% accuracy

      Just a little over a century ago, the only way to enjoy music was to play it or 
listen to it in person. Then, with the discovery of radio waves and the invention of 
recording technology, people could enjoy music anytime. Today, digital 
recordings make enjoying music even easier and more portable than ever. 
However, the process of producing music has become more complex.

     Prior to the sale of the first compact disc, or CD, music was sold and listened 
to on wax cylinders, phonographs, vinyl records, or cassette tapes.

Although most of these technologies are thought to be obsolete, you can still 
buy music in these formats. 

    Prior to recording the music, musicians would thoroughly



20th Percentile:  101 wcpm; 97% accuracy

      Just a little over a century ago, the only way to enjoy music was to play 
it or listen to it in person. Then, with the discovery of radio waves and the 
invention of recording technology, people could enjoy music anytime. 
Today, digital recordings make enjoying music even easier and more 
portable than ever. However, the process of producing music has 
become more complex.

     Prior to the sale of the first compact disc, or CD, music was sold and 
listened to on wax cylinders, phonographs, vinyl records, or cassette 
tapes. Although most of these technologies are thought to be obsolete, 
you can still buy



10th Percentile:  85 wcpm, 94.5% accuracy

     Just a little over a century ago, the only way to enjoy music was 
to play it or listen to it in person. Then, with the discovery of radio 
waves and the invention of recording technology, people could 
enjoy music anytime. Today, digital recordings make enjoying 
music even easier and more portable than ever. However, the 
process of producing music has become more complex.

      Prior to the sale of the first compact disc, or CD, music was sold 
and listened to on wax cylinders, phonographs, vinyl records, or 
cassette tapes.



 
Known Words

Appearances per 
million

2 syllable 2-syllable with CVC 
1st syllable

3+ syllable (words 
with large 
morphological 
families)

100+ process, although easier, producing, 
discovery


99 to 16 music complex, listen
 invention, enjoying, 
recording, technology, 

15 to 1 cassette, compact
 digital, phonographs



Challenging Words

Percentile 2 syllable (variant or 

open 1st syllable)

3 syllable

30th vinyl 
 obsolete 


20th vinyl 
 cylinders 

obsolete 

10th prior 

vinyl 


portable 

cylinders

obsolete 



How do these alternative 
interpretations change 
what & how we teach?





•The brain learns words by 
spotting patterns—across 
thousands of encounters.


•Automaticity comes from 
volume—not instruction 
alone.


•Morphology is present in 
encounters—but often 
hidden. Instruction makes it 
visible. 


(Seidenberg, 2017, 2025)
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Texts
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TextProject’s Staircase of Automaticity
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2,000 Most Frequent 
Morphological Families



2500 most-frequent 

morphological families



Texts Aligned 
with Curriculum 
(n = 288)



Evidence Published in Scientific Literature

Trainin et al. (2016)

 


Huxley (2006)

General Information:  Experimenter Generated Measure

Vadasy & Sanders, 2008)
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Explicit Instruction:   
Multisyllabic Words

•Content:  What needs to be 
taught?


•Instructional method:  How 
do we support acquisition/
proficiency?



Content:  Building on What Students Know

•Compound words:  96%

•Vowel team syllables:  89% 
•Closed first syllables:  85% 
•Consonant-le syllables:  84%

(from Tortorelli et al., 2024)



Content:  What do students not know as well?

•Rare/late-acquired vocabulary:  each added year of AoA cuts correct-reading odds by 25%


•Derived forms were judged to be problem (e.g., spiny from spine, diner from dine)


Word Recognized (%) Age of Acquisition Potential explanation

bugle 5.2 8.9 bug -le
clergy 24.8 10.2
rely 26.3 9.3 ly:  in almost all occurrences 

in 1500 most frequent words:  
y is represented as long e.

lotus 47.3 13.6 lot-us
spiny 48.8 10.2 spin - y
diner 61.0 6.8 din-er

•Open first syllables:  72%

•VCe syllables:  81%


(continued-- Tortorelli et al., 2024)



Jazz is a famous and beloved style of 
music that rose with the Harem 
Renaissance. It was a very innovative 
form of music.  However, it did rely on 
earlier music styles…One of the most 
famous characteristics of jazz music is 
improvisation. 


Before text reading:

•Peel off strategy with 3 polysyllabic 
words in text

•Reading 3 words in words & sentences 
(27 repetitions of each word)

There were five stink bugs that lived in a 
garden. Stink bugs are proud if they can 
make a big stink. The biggest stink bug in the 
garden was very proud. She said, “This is how 
to make a stink.”


Before text reading, repeated reading of 
groups of words:

1. first proud garden blushed beat

2. birds hard cloud tears leaving our

3. grip/gripe tim/time  site/sit cone/con

4. close choked powerful right stared

        taking these whiff stinker low

        flying risks you’re skunks

        noses why talked done nobody

        said striped taken turn

Intervention Active Control

An Alternative to Bundled Direct Instruction Strategies

(Downs et al., 2026)



Jazz is a famous and beloved style of 
music that rose with the Harem 
Renaissance. It was a very innovative 
form of music.  However, it did rely on 
earlier music styles…One of the most 
famous characteristics of jazz music is 
improvisation. 


Before text reading:

•Peel off strategy with 3 polysyllabic 
words in text

•Reading 3 words in words & sentences 
(27 repetitions of each word)

There were five stink bugs that lived in a 
garden. Stink bugs are proud if they can 
make a big stink. The biggest stink bug in the 
garden was very proud. She said, “This is how 
to make a stink.”


Before text reading, repeated reading of 
groups of words:

1. first proud garden blushed beat

2. birds hard cloud tears leaving our

3. grip/gripe tim/time  site/sit cone/con

4. close choked powerful right stared
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Advantages of Intervention over Active Control:

• g = 0.47 advantage accuracy 

• 2.79× likelihood of 98% accuracy 

• Lowest-performing students benefited most


•Same fluency

Intervention Active Control

An Alternative to Bundled Direct Instruction Strategies

(Downs et al., 2026)



Thought Experiments

• Content:

• Units that appear with medium to high frequency in core vocabulary


• SyllablesRoot words, prefixes, suffixes 


• Instructional Strategy:

• A combination of word-study and short texts



Thought Experiment #1:   
Word Study of Morphological Units with Short Texts
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Word Study of Morphological Units with Short Texts



Thought Experiment #2:   
Longer Texts with Target Morphemes 

• Identify the 3+ syllable words among the most frequent 1500 
words in written English:  EWFG database followed by 
SCOPE ”number of syllable” analysis:  


• 175 3+ syllable words


• Using dELP, pick 25 most difficult words


• Identify family members of target words:  EWFG









Producing a Variety Show


    


      Our class is putting on a variety show—and we are the producers. In 
movies, producers are the people who plan, fix problems, and keep the 
show moving. Our teacher said, “You are all producers.” That means 
this production is up to us.


     A variety show has different kinds of acts. That’s where the 
word variety comes from—lots of different things in one show. 


     The acts vary from group to group. Mia and Jay are producing a 
dance. Luis’s group is producing a skit about a robot teacher who gives 
out homework all day. Tara is singing a song which ends with a high 
note that makes everyone stop and listen. There is a lot of variety in our 
show.


     As producers, we also have various tasks. Some of us are in charge of 
music. Others find props. Some help people get on stage at the right 
time.


     We run into various problems as we get ready. The music cuts out. A 
prop goes missing. “Producers fix problems,” our teacher reminds us. 
We find ways to fix the problems that come up.   


     We will produce this variety show for various groups—first graders, 
other fourth graders, and the PTA. On the final show for the PTA, the 
room is full. The lights go down. For a moment, it is very quiet. We 
smile at each other.  We made this production. Then the music starts. 
And our variety show begins.

• dreamstime_xxl_36925341.jpg





Thought Experiment #3:  
 Longer Texts with Syllable Units 

• Among the 175 words, which syllable units (not suffixes or 
prefixes) are most prolific:


• lar:  regular, particular, particularly, similar, popular

• ble:  impossible, possible

• cal:  medical, political, physical



A frequent syllable unit:  “lar”  
among 175 3+syllable words

Not So Different After All

   At school, it can feel like there are two worlds. There’s 
the popular crowd—the people everyone notices—and then 
there’s everyone else, just trying to get through the day. But 
most students live a pretty regular life: classes, phones, 
friends, maybe a job, maybe sports, maybe just getting by.

What’s interesting is how similar people’s experiences actually 
are, even when they seem different on the surface. The 
student who looks confident in class might feel just as unsure 
as the one who stays quiet. The one who seems popular might 
be worrying about things no one else sees.

    Everyone also has something particular about them—
something that matters to them more than anything else. It 
could be music, gaming, fashion, fixing cars, drawing, or 
taking care of family. That particular interest is often where 
people feel most like themselves.

   The tricky part is that school doesn’t always connect to 
students’ regular lives or their particular interests. The books, 
the assignments, even the way teachers talk can feel far from 
what matters in a personal way. But when something 
connects—when it links to what you already know or care 
about—it’s easier to pay attention, and even easier to learn.

   In the end, most people aren’t that different. They 
have similar worries, similar hopes, and a mix 
of regular routines and particular passions. And even if school 
doesn’t always connect to your regular life, the things you care 
about can still be the place where learning starts.





Remaining questions
•Bundling of strategies:  Which strategies really matter?


•How much exposure is needed for students to generalize the peel-off strategy?  What are student 
characteristics that influence their generalization of peel-off strategy?


•What are the critical units of instruction?

	 Morphological units:  roots, prefixes, suffixes—and from among these:  which ones?

  	 Prominent syllable patterns


•Assessments:

	 What are valid assessments to establish knowledge of multisyllabic words?

   	 What are benefits of nonsense words in assessments of complex words?  Might comparisons of

	  frequent and rare words be more efficacious?   


 

regard

infer 

affirm 

absorb 

recur 

 
 
FAMILIAR & VOWEL 
COVERAGE 
 
garden  
person  
birthday  
morning  
purpose 
 

UNFAMILIAR WITH VOWEL 
COVERAGE

•When do we start morphological instruction?




Adolescents are wired for growth, status, and meaning.

When we lower the cognitive bar, they disengage. 

When we show them why the work matters—and show them that 

we believe they can do it—they rise. (Yeager, 2025) 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