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Level 8, is a successful, multisensory 
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Introduction

In recent years, research in the field of literacy education has provided a clearer 
vision about important issues in the development of reading abilities. Three 
themes have gained widespread acceptance. First, reading is a strategic process. 
Fluent readers employ a variety of strategies to understand text (Juel & Minden-
Cupp, 2000) and teachers should provide young students with instruction 
and practice in using those strategies. Second, reading instruction should be 
differentiated (Spiro, 2001). That is, all readers approach text in ways that vary 
according to their own abilities, purposes, and reading situations. Teachers 
should provide instruction that is varied and that results in students’ ability to 
flexibly switch between different approaches when dealing with text. Third, 
the reader’s ultimate goal is meaning construction, or the comprehension of 
text in light of prior knowledge and purpose. Teachers should continually focus 
students’ attention on deriving appropriate understandings from text content.

The S.P.I.R.E.® curriculum addresses all three themes. Strategies for successful 
reading are introduced through direct teacher-led instruction and practiced by 
students in monitored reading situations. A wide variety of teaching strategies 
provides differentiated instruction for all learners. Finally, each lesson in S.P.I.R.E. 
draws students back to the core of what reading is all about, employing newly 
learned strategies in real reading situations in order to comprehend text.

Research-Based Principles of Literacy Development—Best Practices

The search for the one best way to teach reading has been 
an active pursuit of educational researchers for at least  
40 years. In the mid-1960s the United States Office of Education carried out the 
comprehensive and influential First Grade Studies, the results of which were 
first published in 1967 and then, because of their importance to the history of 
the field, were republished in 1997 (Bond & Dykstra, 1997). A wide variety of 
approaches to teaching early reading was evaluated. One major finding was 
that early reading curricula that incorporated a structured approach to teaching 
phonics and word recognition were superior to those that did not (p. 415).

In the ensuing years, researchers in the field of reading and literacy have 
repeatedly addressed this issue of identifying the best way to teach reading. Their 
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A wide variety of teaching 

strategies provide differentiated 

instruction for all learners.

the Study of Reading at the University of 
Illinois, undertook the task of updating 
Chall’s efforts in Beginning to Read: 
Thinking and Learning about Print (1990). 
In the intervening years between Chall’s 
work and Adams’, the field of reading had 
changed dramatically under the influence 
of cognitive psychological research and by 
holistic approaches to reading instruction 
known as whole language. Despite the 
changes, however, Adams’ research survey 
reached much the same conclusions as had 
Chall (p. 117).

In recent years, the United States federal 
government’s efforts to bring some closure 
to this debate over reading methodology 
has resulted in two large-scale committee 
reports on the state of the research. The first 
report was carried out by the Committee 
on the Prevention of Reading Difficulties 
in Young Children (Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 
2000), a group appointed by the National 
Academy of Sciences at the request of the 
U.S. Department of Education and the 
U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services. Their work involved examining 
hundreds of research studies in order to 
address a variety of issues related to early 
reading development. Once again, their 
conclusions supported the principles of 
earlier research reviews (p. 254).

The National Reading Panel (2000) carried 
out what has been the most extensive of 
all the research reviews. This panel was 
established by the U.S. National Institute 
of Child Health and Human Development 
(NICHD). Their work has played a key 
role in the establishment of guidelines 
for the federal No Child Left Behind Act 
(U.S. Office of Education, 2004) that called 
for explicit, systematic reading instruction  
(pp. 2–92).

findings have sometimes been obscured by 
curricular fads that have swept through 
the schools, by individual teachers or 
researchers who enthusiastically popularize 
some particular approaches, and by 
research reviewers who have highlighted 
highly subjective, personalized reports in 
their compilations of research results. 

In the confusion, a particular strand 
of research has consistently pointed to 
the same major principles of literacy 
development, results that confirm the 
findings of the early USOE First Grade 
Studies and go beyond them. This strand 
has followed scientific principles of 
research, basing conclusions on studies 
that objectively compare various teaching 
approaches and that subject the results to 
rigorous statistical interpretations. Three 
key principals of instruction stand out in 
this strand of research: Reading lessons 
should be 

explicitly taught by the teacher;•	

systematically planned and organized; •	
and

sequenced in a way that moves from •	
simple to complex. 

The first major study in this strand was 
carried out by Jeanne Chall, the noted late 
Harvard researcher who popularized the 
phrase the great debate—meaning the 
ongoing divisive arguments about finding 
the best method to teach reading—in her 
book Learning to Read: The Great Debate 
(1967/1996). Her book was based on the 
increasingly extensive body of research 
literature in existence up to that time, 
and she concluded that systematic phonics 
instruction is important (p. 307).

Some years later, Marilyn Jager Adams, 
with the sponsorship of the Center for 
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S.P.I.R.E. addresses the 

principles of best practices 

as set forth by the research 

described above as well as 

in the sets of professional 

standards published by 

professional organizations such 

as the International Reading 

Association and the International 

Dyslexia Association.

reading to the beginnings of a lifelong 
love and commitment to literacy. 

In addition, S.P.I.R.E. successfully guides 
students to comprehensive abilities in 
phonological awareness, phonics, fluency, 
vocabulary, and comprehension, the five 
major focuses of No Child Left Behind, which 
are discussed below.

Phonological Awareness

In their book Struggling Readers: 
Assessment and Instruction in Grades K–6 
(2003), Balajthy and Lipa-Wade define 
phonological awareness:

Phonological awareness is a general 
term referring to an awareness (i.e., 
an ability to focus on and manipulate)  
the sounds of words and their 
components…. Phonological awareness 
includes phonemic awareness [the 
specific ability to manipulate individual 
phonemes, minimal sound units such as 
the /v/ in vat or the /f/ in fat], as well as 
such aspects of language as onsets (the 
initial letter sound[s] in a word, such as 
/b/ in book or /spl/ in splash), the sounds 
of syllables, and rhymes (p. 33).

Teaching of phonological awareness is 
supported by a broad range of educational 
professional organizations (International 
Dyslexia Association, 1997; International 
Reading Association, 1998), the National 
Institute of Child Health and Human 
Development (Lyon, 1998), and is one of 
the five major focuses of the federal No 
Child Left Behind Act. 

Research over the past 30 years has 
indicated that phonological awareness 
is central to the success of the reading 
process. Liberman, Shankweiler, Fischer, 
and Carter (1974) found that there was 

Studies have continued to support the 
systematic teaching of literacy. Morris, 
Bloodgood, Lomax, and Perney’s (2003) 
longitudinal study of reading concluded, 
“What is needed is careful, systematic 
teaching, along with adequate review of 
the concepts taught” (p. 322). Leppanen, 
Niemi, Aunola, and Nurmi (2004) found that 
systematic instruction is particularly helpful 
for children who are low-performing. The 
National Institute of Child Health and 
Human Development’s extensive Study of 
Early Child Care and Youth Development 
found that first grade classrooms that 
were higher in instructional support 
yielded higher reading scores (NICHD Early 
Childhood Care Research Network, 2004). 

S.P.I.R.E. addresses the principles of best 
practices as set forth by the research 
described above as well as in the sets 
of professional standards published by 
professional organizations such as the 
International Reading Association and the 
International Dyslexia Association. 

S.P.I.R.E. lesson plans and materials provide 
engaging tools designed to systematically 
and successfully teach literacy. S.P.I.R.E. 
lessons are flexible in nature, allowing for 
differentiated instruction while still providing 
the depth of learning necessary for children 
to succeed in learning to read.

S.P.I.R.E. provides a sequenced lesson plan 
structure that gradually moves students 
through a developmental process from 
emergent levels of literacy to early 
reading to accomplished, fluent reading. 
An actively involved teacher works 
with students throughout each lesson, 
utilizing multisensory instruction, game-
like activities, and engaging stories that 
enhance student attention. Each S.P.I.R.E. 
lesson is designed to begin the process of 
moving children from the skills of early 
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While some phonological 

development will occur naturally, 

explicit training leads to 

maximum development.

Panel (2000, pp. 2–4) found that teaching 
phonemic awareness with the actual 
printed letters was more effective than 
trying to teach it without print. Oudeans 
(2003) investigated the advantages of 
integrated instruction in phonological 
awareness with kindergartners exhibiting 
low phonological awareness abilities. 
The experimental group integrated letter 
identification, decoding, blending, and 
segmenting during class periods. A control 
group was taught using a nonintegrated 
approach in which skills were taught 
separately. The integrated group showed 
higher achievement.	

Just as researchers have identified writing 
as a key ingredient in the teaching of 
letter identification, so have they found 
that writing also has a facilitating effect 
on the learning of phonological awareness 
(Morris, Lomax, Bloodgood, & Perney, 
2003, p. 321). The importance of children’s 
writing in developing phonological 
awareness was highlighted in Craig’s 
2003 work. This study, selected by the 
International Reading Association for its 
2003 Outstanding Dissertation Award, 
had teachers use writing with “explicit 
explanations, demonstrations, and practice 
of phonological awareness and alphabetic 
skills” (p. 440). The instruction led to 
improvement in phonological awareness, 
as well as in word recognition and 
comprehension.

Nichols, Rupley, Rickelman, and Algozzine’s 
(2004) research has raised concerns about 
the phonological development of specific 
groups of children. They found that 
Hispanic and low socioeconomic status 
children were more likely than others to fail 
to achieve an adequate understanding of 
phonology during their kindergarten years  
(p. 77). They also found that Hispanic 
children may need extra attention to the 
development of rhyming (p. 78).

a strong relationship between reading 
ability and the phonological awareness 
task of segmenting words into phonemes 
(e.g., tab would be segmented into the 
phonemes /t/, /a/, and /b/). Adams’ (1990 p. 
295) survey suggested that phonological 
awareness tasks have been shown to have 
the highest correlation of any factors with 
early reading achievement.  Snow, Burns, 
and Griffin’s (1998) comprehensive survey 
of the research on this topic indicated 
that phonological awareness was a strong 
predictor of future reading achievement, 
with a correlation of .46 (p. 112). The 
National Reading Panel (2000) concurred, 
suggesting that it is one of the two best 
predictors (with letter identification) of 
how well kindergartners would learn to 
read (pp. 2–11).

The National Reading Panel’s survey 
concluded that training in phonological 
awareness was effective in improving 
that skill. Training also improved both 
general reading and spelling (pp. 2–3, 
31–32). The study also concluded that, 
while some phonological development 
will occur naturally, explicit training leads 
to maximum development (pp. 2–33). A 
major finding pointed to the wide range of 
types of students with whom phonological 
awareness training was found to be 
effective. They included students at both 
lower and middle socioeconomic status 
groups, preschoolers, kindergartners, first 
graders, average and disabled readers, 
and children learning to read English as a 
second language (pp. 2–5).

The National Reading Conference’s White 
Paper on Effective Beginning Reading 
Instruction (Pressley, 2002) concurred in 
its survey of the research: phonological 
awareness is best learned when it is mingled 
with letter identification and decoding 
instruction (p. 180). The National Reading 
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In each S.P.I.R.E. lesson 

students are led to use newly 

learned phonological awareness 

concepts in higher-level 

decoding and fluency tasks.

Phonological Awareness in S.P.I.R.E.

The S.P.I.R.E. program provides this explicit 
instruction in phonological awareness. In 
fact, in each S.P.I.R.E. lesson students are 
led to use newly learned phonological 
awareness concepts in higher-level decoding 
and fluency tasks.

Pre-Level 1Sounds Sensible lessons begin 
with the Listening Activity. Read-Alouds 
alternate with Same or Different tasks, 
supplying balance to a program that is 
largely focused on letter- and word-level 
learning. The Listening Activity is followed 
by the day’s Rhyming Activity, developed in 
an hierarchy of increasingly complex skills. 
First, students are introduced to blending 
onsets and rimes using a hand motion, 
which helps make a concrete process of a 
conceptual abstraction. In later weeks they 
move on to more sophisticated rhyming 
tasks: matching rhyming words; generating 
their own rhymes; categorizing rhymes; 
and finally using rhymes with segmentation 
and blending. Segmentation Activities 
begin with segmenting sentences into 
their component words, then compound 
words into their roots, multisyllabic words 
into their syllables, and finally words into 
their component phonemes. Students also 
carry out phonological manipulations with 
individual phonemes.

The daily Phoneme/Grapheme Activity 
in Sounds Sensible has to do with the 
development of students’ understanding 
of phoneme-grapheme relationships. 
Students learn the letter name (that is, 
letter identification) and its sound, and 
they learn to print its lowercase form. They 
engage in a variety of games to review and 
reinforce learning.

The study of phoneme-grapheme 
relationships such as occurs at this step of 
the Sound Sensible daily lesson plan is an 
early phonics task, one that also develops 
phonological awareness. 

Children in Levels 1–8 work on letter 
identification in the first step of each day’s 
lesson using letter cards. The Phonogram 
Cards and Key Word Concept Sheets 
are used at this stage of learning to 
introduce the letters and their sounds 
with a printed key word and its illustration 
to help remember the letter and sound. 
For example, the word bed is used on a 
Phonogram Card to illustrate the short-e 
sound. The letter identification skill taught 
in an introductory lesson is reinforced both 
later in that same lesson (for example, in 
Step 4: Decoding and Sentence Reading) 
and in later lessons. 

Phonological awareness rhyming activities 
are one of the variety of activities used 
in Step 2 of the S.P.I.R.E. lesson plan for 
Levels 1–8. So are segmentation activities 
in which students consider a spoken word 
such as hat, and analyze or break it into its 
component sounds, /h/, /a/, and /t/. Some 
segmentation activities might focus on 
onsets and rimes, breaking a one-syllable 
word into two parts, such as /h/ and /at/ 
in the word hat. Phoneme Segmentation 
Sheets, available as blackline masters, can 
be used as graphic devices to help organize 
the segmentations. Blending activities are 
another activity option used in Step 2 of 
the daily S.P.I.R.E. lesson. Blending can 
also be used at a more advanced level, 
using letter sounds and their printed letter 
references, in Step 4.

Letter identification and phonological 
awareness are taught simultaneously in 
the S.P.I.R.E. daily lesson for Levels 1–8. 
For example, identification of and ability 
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Early success in learning 

decoding and word  

identification strategies is 

crucial to continued success 

in reading…

The National Reading Panel’s conclusion 
was that the studies suggested “systematic 
phonics instruction makes a bigger 
contribution to children’s growth in reading 
than alternative programs providing 
unsystematic or no phonics instruction” 
(pp. 2–92). The studies indicated that 
children in kindergarten and first grade 
were capable of being effectively taught 
using systematic phonics instruction and, 
in fact, an early introduction to phonics 
was much better than a later start in the 
second grade (pp. 2–93). In addition to 
finding that systematic phonics improved 
general reading growth, the panel 
also concluded that systematic phonics 
instruction improved

the future reading growth of •	
kindergartners and first graders who are 
at risk of reading problems;

the abilities of disabled readers, who •	
were defined by the NRP as having 
average cognitive abilities but low 
reading scores;

spelling among kindergartners and first •	
graders; and

the reading achievement of children in •	
both lower and middle socioeconomic 
status groups (pp. 2–95).

Early success in learning decoding and 
word identification strategies is crucial 
to continued success in reading, though 
there is some disagreement as to just how 
it functions to improve reading ability. 
Stanovich (2000), for example, argued that 
this early success results in a tendency 
of children to read more, which in turn 
results in increased reading achievement. 
Lack of success functions in the opposite 
direction: poorly performing readers 
becoming reluctant to read so that they 
fail to put in the necessary time-on-task in 

to print the letter e are taught in the 
same lesson in which its most common 
sound, the short-e sound in the word 
hen, is taught. Children engage in writing 
individual letters and words composed 
of those letters at several points during 
the daily lesson. Independent workbook 
activities also involve learning through 
writing. Students engaged in the S.P.I.R.E. 
curriculum regularly use writing as a mode 
of learning, as it is integrated closely with 
phonological awareness activities. 

Phonics

The importance of phonics instruction is 
recognized by major organizations in the 
field of reading education (International 
Dyslexia Association, 1997; International 
Reading Association, 1997) and by the 
National Institute of Child Health and 
Human Development (Lyon, 1998).

The National Reading Panel (NRP) report 
(2000, pp. 2–91) used a rigorous rating 
system to identify the research studies of 
decoding instruction that met the highest 
standards of educational research. The 
NRP studied the combined results using a 
meta-analytic statistical analysis. A major 
focus of the review was to determine 
whether approaches that provide explicit 
instruction—a sequenced course of 
study that begins simply and gradually 
grows toward greater complexity with a 
systematic organization of teaching of 
phonics—are effective:

The hallmark of systematic phonics 
programs is that they delineate a planned, 
sequential set of phonic elements, and 
they teach these elements, explicitly and 
systematically (pp. 2–99).
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The importance of children 

developing into fluent readers 

goes well beyond issues of oral 

reading performance.

fourth part of each day’s Sounds Sensible 
lesson plan, students learn the letter name, 
its sound, and how to print its lowercase 
form. They also engage in a variety of 
games to review and reinforce learning. 
The final step is the Dictation Activity, 
where students first print letters, then one-
syllable words. 

In Levels 1–8, a letter and its corresponding 
sound might be introduced with a picture 
card portraying a key word that will 
help children remember the letter-sound 
relationship. Later in the lesson, students 
may circle the letter as it occurs in a 
printed word list and practice blending 
the sounds of the letters in the words on 
the list. They may carry out segmentation 
activities on words that will appear later in 
the lesson in a reading activity. They may 
use the words in sample spoken sentences. 
Later, they may examine the words in 
printed sentences. A key objective, then, is 
to move from isolated study of the letter 
and its corresponding sound to its use in 
richer contexts.

Decoding and word identification are 
taught in a variety of ways in Levels 1–8 to 
help meet the specific learning needs of the 
variety of students in any given classroom. 
Students engage in listening activities. 
They see words and word elements in print 
on flashcards, in word search activities, in 
sentences, and in stories. They trace letter 
shapes on their hands, then write letters 
using paper and pencil. They repeat word 
identification elements aloud and they 
manipulate letter and word cards. In one 
S.P.I.R.E. activity, for example, students 
first use letter cards to form the word vest. 
They then are asked to exchange one card 
in order to make the word rest, then rust, 
then must, and so forth.

reading. Carver’s Rauding Theory (2000), 
on the other hand, posited that simply 
the ability to decode and identify words is 
sufficient in and of itself to lead to success 
in reading. 

Whichever theory one might choose—and 
both may be right in different ways—
the final conclusion is the same: success 
in what Chall (1983) identified as the 
Decoding Stage of reading development 
is critical. The oddities of the English 
language spelling system are obvious, but 
an understanding of phoneme-grapheme 
patterns is crucial, as most English words 
are phonetically regular.

However, phonics ability does not occur in 
a vacuum. It is built on an understanding 
of and ability to work with the sounds 
of language and knowledge of letters 
(National Reading Panel, 2000, pp. 2–96). 
Morris, Bloodgood, Lomax, and Perney’s 
longitudinal study of kindergartners and 
first graders (2003) indicated that the 
development of early reading abilities is 
largely sequential, with alphabet knowledge 
first and beginning consonant recognition 
occurring next with most children early in 
kindergarten. Then children become able 
to understand the concept of a printed 
word and to recognize beginning and 
ending consonants. They finally move 
on to advances in word recognition and 
beginning reading by the end of first 
grade.

Phonics in S.P.I.R.E.

Grapheme-phoneme relations are explicitly 
taught and reinforced in a variety of ways 
in the S.P.I.R.E. program. In Pre-Level 1 
Sounds Sensible, the scope and sequence 
of phonemes consists of 20 consonant 
sounds and the short a vowel sound. In the 
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A key ingredient of the 

instructional scaffolding S.P.I.R.E. 

provides is the use of decodable 

text.

issues of oral reading performance. Fluent 
reading and effective comprehension go 
hand in hand (Hoffman, 2003; Jenkins, et 
al., 2003). In addition, Hitchcock, Prater, 
and Dowrick (2004) have reported that 
improvement in the fluency of learning 
disabled first-grade students as a result of 
intervention instruction was accompanied 
by positive teacher and parent ratings 
about children’s confidence, attention, 
effort, and reading enjoyment. 

Key research in the study of reading 
fluency has been carried out over a period 
of decades by S. Jay Samuels (LaBerge 
& Samuels, 1974; Samuels, 2002), whose 
theory of automaticity is closely associated 
with reading fluency. Automaticity is 
the ability to recognize words instantly 
and without significant cognitive effort, 
thus freeing up the reader to devote 
cognitive resources to the higher levels 
of comprehension and thinking. Fluent 
reading requires this ability to decode 
words with automaticity (Richards, 2000; 
Zutell & Rasinski, 1991). Jenkins, et al. 
(2003), for example, found that poor word 
identification skills are associated with 
poor reading fluency.

Samuels’ research on automaticity (2002) 
suggests that young readers proceed 
through three stages of word recognition 
development on their way to fluency 
and comprehension: non-accurate; 
accurate but not automatic; accurate and 
automatic. Samuels’ third stage is what 
other researchers have called the Fluency 
Stage. At the culmination of this stage, 
students “can read orally with accuracy, 
speed, and normal expression, as if they 
were speaking rather than reading from 
text. When reading from a text, they can 
decode and comprehend simultaneously” 
(Samuels, 2002, p. 172).

Levels 1–8 include blackline master sheets 
of letters to be used in creating the 
manipulatives as well as a set of magnetic 
letters and board for student use. Word-
building activities take place in Step 3 of 
the daily S.P.I.R.E. lesson.

Additional instructional aids include 
Key Word Concept Sheets (and smaller 
versions distributed to students called Key 
Word Cards), which are used to introduce 
phonograms. Each has the phonogram 
key word and a mnemonic illustration. 
Phonograms are reinforced throughout 
the daily lesson. In Step 5, for example, 
prereading word work may focus student 
attention on phonograms appearing in the 
upcoming reading activity.

Levels 1–8 also utilize spelling activities 
to reinforce phonological awareness and 
decoding abilities. In Step 8, for example, 
the Prespelling/Phonological Awareness 
step of the S.P.I.R.E. daily lesson, students 
may study the spelling of a word and 
relate it to its sounds. Step 9, the Spelling 
step, calls for explicit instruction in spelling 
words that include the concept being 
studied.

Fluency and Automaticity

Griffith and Rasinski (2003) define reading 
fluency as “the ability to read accurately, 
quickly, effortlessly, with appropriate 
expression and meaning” (p. 87). Fluency 
is often assessed with measurements of 
oral reading speed in words per minute, 
with word identification accuracy, and by 
evaluations of oral reading expression. It 
is widely recognized as a key objective of 
reading instruction (International Reading 
Association and National Association for 
the Education of Young Children, 1998). 
The importance of children developing 
into fluent readers goes well beyond 
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The National Reading Panel 

(2000) strongly advocates 

purposeful, goal-centered 

reading in multiple genres and 

the express, formal teaching of 

comprehension strategies. 

Educators must keep the end in mind 
and ensure that children understand the 
purpose of learning letter-sounds and are 
able to apply their skills in their daily 
reading and writing activities (pp. 2-96).

Fluency and Automaticity  
in S.P.I.R.E.

S.P.I.R.E. incorporates fluency practice with 
the study of decoding. Rather than waiting 
until a time in which all students have 
mastered decoding to introduce practice 
in fluency, S.P.I.R.E. provides daily fluency 
activities that are integrated with the 
students’ study of decoding so as to allow 
the students successful experiences in 
fluent reading.

The S.P.I.R.E. curriculum addresses the 
issue of fluency most directly in the 15 
minutes per day of Step 6: Reading. In this 
part of the lesson, students may engage in 
repeated reading of sentences and, during 
reinforcement lessons, the reading of a 
story. Students are asked to read a text 
silently and then read it aloud several times 
as they learn to produce it accurately and 
with good expression and speed. Each of 
the levels 1–6 of S.P.I.R.E. includes ten fully 
illustrated Decodable Readers with word 
counts on the back cover, allowing for easy 
assessment of fluency while promoting 
enjoyment of the reading process.

Part of the success of any fluency 
development program is the ability to 
provide sufficient instructional scaffolding 
so as to ensure student success. A key 
ingredient of the instructional scaffolding 
S.P.I.R.E. provides is the use of decodable 
text. Such text ensures that students are 
not reading at their frustration level, since 
the phonic elements and words used have 
been previously taught. If any words may 

Failure to achieve fluency in moving 
through Samuels’ first two stages is called 
dysfluency. There are four key causes of 
dysfluency. Students, especially those who 
are struggling with reading, may be forced 
to move too quickly through the reading 
curriculum, thus spending an inordinate 
amount of time trying to read text at 
their frustration levels. Some approaches 
to reading may present a limited array of 
word identification strategies instead of 
emphasizing flexibility. There may be no 
effort to help students apply the strategies 
they have learned in actual reading 
situations. Finally, and very importantly, 
some classrooms and homes may not 
encourage reading.

Fluent reading cannot occur in a vacuum. 
Children acquire fluency on the basis of 
a firm foundation of word recognition 
abilities. Schwanenflugel, et al. (2004) 
investigated the aspect of fluency called 
prosodic reading, the ability to read with 
expression. The study’s results found that 
children with better developed decoding 
abilities demonstrated superior fluency in 
their reading.

Children also benefit from the guided 
transfer of their word recognition 
abilities to real reading situations. The 
National Reading Panel (2000), in its 
recommendations about word recognition 
instruction, noted that instruction in word 
recognition “is a means to an end”—that it 
is essential to ensure that children “know 
how to apply this knowledge in their 
reading and writing” (pp. 2–96). The panel 
noted that reading programs must not 
only focus on word recognition but must 
provide children opportunities to put their 
word recognition abilities to use in real 
reading: 
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The S.P.I.R.E. curriculum is 

designed to lead students to 

apply their decoding ability 

in comprehending reading 

situations.

The National Reading Panel (2000) strongly 
advocates purposeful, goal-centered 
reading in multiple genres and the 
express, formal teaching of comprehension 
strategies. Prereading strategies such 
as predicting and activation of prior 
knowledge schemas are also recommended 
by the NRP. Vacca and Vacca (2002) suggest 
that the prereading component of a lesson 
have three purposes: to provide students 
with purpose and direction, to support 
them with necessary prior knowledge, and 
to motivate them to read.

As Pressley has noted, “A good reader 
does not just dive into a text, proceeding 
from beginning to end” (2002b, p. 294). 
Instead, students should be taught to 
be discerning, active readers. They use 
their experience and knowledge of the 
world, their knowledge of vocabulary and 
language structure, and their knowledge 
of reading strategies. They should be 
taught to monitor their understanding of 
a text. 

Discussion of the story is guided by teacher 
questions, one of the comprehension 
development strategies that is solidly 
supported by research (National Reading 
Panel, 2002). Teacher questions do not 
simply focus on the literal meanings 
in the story, but help children become 
more personally involved in the reading 
by asking higher-level questions (Duke & 
Pearson, 2002).

Vocabulary and Comprehension 
Development in S.P.I.R.E.

The S.P.I.R.E. curriculum is designed to lead 
students to apply their decoding ability in 
comprehending reading situations. Three 
major components of the daily lesson plan 
help students use their word-level learning 
for the purpose of comprehension: Step 4 

present difficulty for students, they are 
taught as part of a Prereading activity. 

Decodable text is of particular use with 
children at the developmental levels 
addressed by the S.P.I.R.E. curriculum, 
having “learned enough letter-sound 
correspondences to begin to sound out 
words, but not enough to handle the whole 
range of English patterns presented in 
uncontrolled text” (Mesmer, 2001, p. 136). 
The National Reading Panel’s (2000) survey 
of the literature noted that many of the 
most effective early reading programs 
used decodable text (pp. 97–98). Hoffman, 
Sailors, and Patterson’s (2002) survey of 
basal reading publications found that use 
of decodable text is increasingly apparent 
in newer editions of reading series.

Vocabulary and Comprehension 
Development 

Vocabulary knowledge is essential if 
students are to make meaning from the 
printed page; numerous studies reveal that 
word knowledge and comprehension are 
inextricably linked. Even students who are 
skilled in phonics will read with diminished 
comprehension after third grade unless they 
are exposed to a wide range of vocabulary 
words (Chall, Jacobs, and Baldwin, 1990). 
Students benefit from discussing new 
vocabulary words before they encounter 
them in text and from repeated exposure 
to new words in a variety of contexts (Juel 
and Roper/Schneider, 1985).

Successful comprehension is not a stand-
alone process, but it is rather the end result 
of a constructive process that integrates 
all other aspects of reading ability. 
Comprehension is described by literacy 
expert Durkin (1993) as “the essence of 
reading.” 
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fluency and comprehension. Choral reading 
provides each student the opportunity 
to practice the sentence reading aloud. 
In choral reading, both the teacher and 
the more advanced students function as 
models of fluent reading. Because the 
Readers are not illustrated, students also 
utilize visualization strategies to extend 
their reading comprehension skills. They 
can then move on to the illustrated 
Decodable Readers, to compare and 
contrast the pictures in their own minds 
with an illustrator’s depiction of events in 
the story.

As each sequence of lessons progresses and 
student word-level learning becomes more 
automatic, the reading requirement in Step 
6 becomes more sophisticated. Students 
are prepared to read the story in the 
Prereading step, then actually carry out 
a teacher-guided reading of a story from 
the Reader. They continue to be scaffolded 
by the use of controlled text that provides 
them with greater potential for successful 
word identification, and by use of repeated 
readings. Discussion of the story is guided 
by teacher questions that do not simply 
focus on the literal meanings in the story, 
but help children become more personally 
involved in the reading by asking higher-
level questions. 

(Decoding and Sentence Reading), Step 5 
(Prereading), and Step 6 (Reading). Step 
4, the Decoding and Sentence Reading 
step, allows students to use their newly 
learned decoding and word identification 
strategies in actual reading. As new 
decoding strategies are taught, students 
are heavily scaffolded to insure success 
in their reading. Reading is provided in 
individual sentences that help students 
apply the new strategy and also reinforce 
previously learned strategies.

The Prereading component (Step 5) is 
a crucial preparatory step for successful 
reading. S.P.I.R.E. teachers prepare 
students in varying ways depending on the 
purpose of the lesson. They may review a 
decoding principle so that it can be applied 
in an automatic way during reading. As 
each sequence of lessons progresses, 
this Prereading step grows in length to 
provide students with sufficient support. 
In S.P.I.R.E., when the task in Step 6 is to 
read a story, teachers provide necessary 
prior knowledge in Step 5 to support 
that reading, including needed vocabulary 
terms. They also provide motivation to 
read and specific directions for reading. An 
important component of the Prereading 
step is the connection of the reading topic 
to the students’ own lives—for example, 
before a story about a baseball game, the 
teacher will ask students to share their 
own experiences with baseball, helping 
them see the relevance of the story to 
their lives. Step 6, the Reading step, is 
the major comprehension development 
step in S.P.I.R.E. At the beginning of an 
instructional sequence of lessons, when 
decoding strategies are introduced, reading 
is heavily scaffolded and is limited to 
individual sentences. Sentences may be read 
several times. This makes use of the power 
of repeated readings for development of 
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Conclusion

The past 40 years have seen researchers in 
the field of reading and literacy provide 
a rich array of studies that can guide 
teachers in their choice of curricula. The 
S.P.I.R.E. curriculum is based on the most 
solid findings of these research studies 
in its direct, systematic, and sequential 
approach to guiding children in literacy 
acquisition. Students are led to proficiency 
in the foundations of reading through 
instruction in letter identification and 
phonological awareness. At the same time, 
they are guided to apply their learnings to 
the higher-level learnings involved in word 
identification and the end goals of fluency 
and comprehension.
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For more information about this and other research-

based materials from EPS, call 800.225.5750 or visit  

epsbooks.com. 
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