
 

 

MISALIGNMENT WITH VALUES AND PRACTICES: A CONTENT ANALYSIS ON HOW ONE 

SCHOOL DISTRICT IS IMPLEMENTING THE SCIENCE OF READING 

by 

Christina Jordan Fassbender 

A professional paper submitted in partial fulfillment 

of the requirements for the degree 

of 

Master of Arts 

in 

English Education 

MONTANA STATE UNIVERSITY 

Bozeman, Montana 

May 2023 

  



 

 

 

©COPYRIGHT 

by 

Christina Jordan Fassbender 

2023 

All Rights Reserved



ii 

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 

1. REVIEW OF LITERATURE ......................................................................................................4 

 

    Science of Reading Defined.........................................................................................................4 

    Reading Wars ...............................................................................................................................6 

Dyslexia and the Science of Reading ..........................................................................................7 

How SOR Impacts Students of Color ..........................................................................................8 

The Role of Teacher Preparation Programs ..............................................................................10 

SOR and Inclusion .....................................................................................................................11 

 

2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK .............................................................................................12 

 

3. METHODS ................................................................................................................................14 

 

4. DATA COLLECTION PROCEDURES ...................................................................................17 

 

5. DATA ANALYSIS PROCEDURE ...........................................................................................21 

 

6. FINDINGS .................................................................................................................................24 

 

    Websites .....................................................................................................................................24 

    Curriculum Outsourcing ............................................................................................................24 

 Professional Learning Outsourcing ...........................................................................................26 

Teacher Communication ...........................................................................................................26 

Science of Reading Components ...............................................................................................28 

Teacher Interviews ....................................................................................................................29 

 

7. LIMITATIONS ..........................................................................................................................32 

 

8. DISCUSSIONS ..........................................................................................................................33 

 

9. IMPLICATIONS .......................................................................................................................36 

 

10. CONCLUSION ........................................................................................................................38 

 

REFERENCES CITED ..................................................................................................................40 

 

APPENDICES ...............................................................................................................................47 

 

APPENDIX A: District Newsletter ...................................................................................48 

APPENDIX B: Teacher Interview Questions ....................................................................53  



iii 

 

LIST OF TABLES 

 

Table Page 

 

1. Timeline Table of Data Collection ................................................................................17 

 

2. Artifact Categories and Number of Codes .....................................................................19 

 

3. Codebook .......................................................................................................................24 

 

 

  



iv 

 

ABSTRACT 

The term “Science of Reading” (SOR) has gained increased awareness over the past 

couple of years and has garnered the attention of researchers, teachers, and other educational 

stakeholders. As a result, the definition and implementation of the Science of Reading has led to 

misunderstandings between research and practice. This project uses content analysis to examine 

how one school district defines and implements SOR using a scripted curriculum and other 

outsourced curricular materials despite the research behind SOR. Relying on curriculum theory 

as an analytic lens, this paper also examines the impacts of SOR within the studied school 

district to analyze whose interests are being served and silenced. By presenting first a historical 

account of the past reading wars, I focus on the arguments for and against SOR. Next, artifacts in 

the form of district and teacher communications, teacher worksheets, websites, and responses 

from teacher interviews are used to identify mis/alignment with the pedagogical foundations 

purported by leading SOR scholars. Finally, a discussion and implications are offered to detail 

the impact that conflicting curricular values may have on young readers as well as current and 

future teaching practice of reading teachers in the focal district.  

 

 Keywords: science of reading, reading instruction, reading wars, literacy, literacy 

teaching, scripted curriculum, content analysis, curriculum theory 
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MISALIGNMENT WITH VALUES AND PRACTICES: A CONTENT ANALYSIS ON HOW 

ONE SCHOOL DISTRICT IS IMPLEMENTING THE SCIENCE OF READING 

For the past twenty years, the “reading wars” has ignited debates regarding the best way 

to teach reading–phonics versus whole language. For some teachers, balanced literacy resolved 

the reading wars because it combined both phonics and whole language (Goldberg & 

Goldenberg, 2022); however, after the release of the National Reading Panel’s (NICHD, 2000) 

review outlining five components of effective reading instruction: phonological awareness, 

phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension, many teachers found themselves back to 

explicit phonics instruction supported by “science” (Seidenberg, 2022). Despite the evolving 

research regarding literacy (Snowling, et. al, 2005; Seidenberg, 2017; Gabriel, 2020), especially 

with neuroscience, cognitive science, and curriculum development, many districts and educators 

find themselves once again caught in the crossfire of the latest debate within literacy education 

known as The Science of Reading (SOR). SOR is the latest educational buzzword to enter the 

“reading wars” that is becoming popularized across the media. Due to the increased attention on 

SOR brought forth by the NRP review and the media, the definition of SOR and the 

implementation of SOR is conflicting. The confusion surrounding SOR and implementation has 

perpetuated more distrust from teachers who continue to feel the negative effects of high-stakes 

testing and curriculum mandates. This has led to an unclear and undetermined definition of SOR 

that has districts and educators racing to find a solution to teaching students how to read 

(Seidenberg, 2022). For many researchers (Shanahan, 2021; Petscher et. al, 2020) the problem is 

not with the idea of SOR but with the implementation of SOR. Many schools have purchased 

scripted, one-size-fits-all curricula such as Superkids and Wonders, with the disclaimer of being 
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based on SOR. In fact, the widely popular and purchased curriculum Units of Study by Lucy 

Calkins, has been revised by its creator to include explicit phonics instruction. In the past, 

Calkins has been a leader in promoting balanced literacy. In her curriculum program Units of 

Study, Calkins focuses on the reader’s interest and immersion in the act of reading rather than 

sounding out words. However, after recent criticism and change in some state’s legislation, she 

has rewritten her curriculum to include daily structured phonics lessons (Goldstein, 2022).  

 Many educators and scholars have argued that the implementation of SOR is 

disconnected and misunderstood due to districts focusing on one component of SOR or deciding 

to purchase scripted curricula that is loosely based on SOR (Seidenberg, 2017; Shanahan 2021). 

Others argue that SOR deprofessionalizes teachers due to strict district and curriculum mandates 

and isolates students of color by dismissing their language and cultural background and 

experiences (Souto-Manning, 2016; Milner, 2020). The continuation of the “reading wars'' and 

the controversy surrounding the definition and implementation of SOR has proven detrimental 

for researchers, practitioners, and students. 

Purpose Statement 

As an educator for ten years, I have worked with numerous prescribed reading curricula 

such as Lucy Calkins Units of Study, Read 180, and Fusion. I have previously served as a middle 

school English Language Arts teacher and AVID/Gifted coordinator and collaborator. I currently 

work with OCS (occupational course of study) students teaching high school English for a virtual 

school system in the southern US. I am also a parent of an elementary student who is using 

Superkids as their core resource for reading. I first became aware of the Science of Reading after 
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receiving a district newsletter outlining the implementation of SOR as part of my child's school 

literacy plan.  

The purpose of this study is to use content analysis to study the discourses surrounding 

one school district’s implementation of SOR. Findings will focus specifically on components of 

SOR that are included and excluded in promotional and parental material. A critical lens will be 

used to focus on which students are being served and silenced based on the pedagogical 

decisions made by district mandates and teacher approaches. 

Research Questions 

 For this study, I will be focusing on the following research questions based on my 

research and artifacts collected.  

1. How does one focal school district implement the Science of Reading? 

2. Whose interests are being served and silenced within the focal school district’s 

implementation of the Science of Reading? 
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REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

 The following section provides an overview of the research behind the Science of 

Reading. Using evidence and research from multiple literacy scholars, the literature review 

illustrates how districts and curriculum publishers misalign definition and implementation 

despite the research studied by researchers and practitioners. 

Science of Reading Defined 

The phrase the “Science of Reading” is represented as knowledge of reading and reading 

development, and best practices for reading instruction based on the scientific method (Snowling 

et al., 2005). “When you ask the experts what they mean by the Science of Reading, they 

describe a diverse set of research studies, including many lines of research into a wide range of 

topics (Heller, 2022, para 6). These topics include phonics, reading fluency, vocabulary, reading 

comprehension, language development (Shanahan, 2013; Seidenberg, 2017), motivation, 

dyslexia, digital texts, multilingual literacy (Souto-Manning, 2016), and literacies of Black 

students and other groups (Milner, 2013). The Science of Reading (SOR) has attracted many 

debates concerning the best way to teach students how to read. However, despite the amount of 

research dedicated to the impact of explicit phonics instruction (Dehaene, 2010; Foorman et al., 

2016; Calkins, 2020) there is not a clear definition of what exactly constitutes SOR and its 

effectiveness. There is no agreed upon definition of SOR (Shanahan, 2021). Due to the debates 

between proponents of whole language versus proponents of explicit phonics, there is an unclear 

definition of SOR that has left many educators, districts, and parents confused (Goldberg & 

Goldenberg, 2022). There is a disconnect between SOR and educational practice (Seidenberg, 
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2017; Shanahan, 2021). One major concern due to the unclear definition of SOR is that schools 

reduce the actual research to a few digestible concepts which is not adequate and potentially 

harmful (Seidenberg, 2022).  As a result, districts are leaping and purchasing at a fast rate 

different curriculums that are loosely aligned to SOR.  

Part of the problem with the definition of SOR is the misconception of it through the 

media and other social and political outlets. Petscher et al., (2020) states, “The recent resurfacing 

of questions about what constitutes the Science of Reading is leading to misinformation in the 

public space that may be viewed by educational stakeholders as merely differences of opinion 

among scientists” (p. S267). At least 20 states have either passed or are in the process of passing 

government mandates related to SOR. In North Carolina, Governor Roy Cooper signed into law 

a bill that mandates schools in the state utilize a phonics-based approach to reading instruction 

(Pondiscio, 2021). Similar measures are being taken in other states that require curriculum 

materials grounded in SOR and require teacher preparation programs to teach SOR.  

However, the issue seems not to be with the idea of SOR itself, but with school districts’ 

definition and implementation of SOR. For many scholars, they argue the importance of phonics 

instruction (Seidenberg, 2022; Shanahan, 2020). Unfortunately, researchers have found that 

many schools and districts that adopt SOR seem to only focus on certain components of SOR 

such as explicit phonics instruction (Bowers, 2021; Petscher et al., 2020). For example, one 

elementary school in Mississippi experienced significant growth in reading due to explicit 

phonics instruction. This school defined and utilized SOR with a simple formula: decoding 

ability x language comprehension = reading comprehension (SVR, Stroud, 2022,). Although this 

school in particular displayed growth in reading, it also shows how schools are choosing which 
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concepts to emphasize or purchasing school-wide prescribed curriculum programs to address 

SOR. The market is filled with curricula that is supposed to fill the academic gaps when it comes 

to literacy, but they vary in assumptions about what and when to teach which makes it 

ineffective (Seidenberg et al., 2020).  

For the remainder of this paper, I will be using the definition of the Science of Reading as 

the components associated with SOR which are: phonics, phonemic awareness, vocabulary, 

fluency, and comprehension. These components are also aligned with the NRP’s components 

issued in their review for effective reading instruction. My definition is based on how a focal 

school district and their use of curricular materials defines SOR. However, part of the definition 

is missing components specifically in terms of neurosciences, cognitive sciences, and dyslexia.  

Reading Wars 

The reading wars is a continued dispute over the best way to teach reading based on 

phonics or whole language approaches. The reading wars remain an initiative to align classroom 

instruction with reading research. “The reading wars of the late 20th century climaxed with the 

National Reading Panel’s (NRP) review of reading research (NICHD, 2000) that outlined five 

components of effective reading instruction: phonological awareness, phonics, fluency, 

vocabulary, and comprehension. This led to federal legislation promoting instructional practices 

validated by scientific research (Goldberg & Goldenberg, 2022). The No Child Left Behind Act 

(2001) and Reading First (2001) were the federal government’s attempts at ending the reading 

wars by promoting wide-spread use of instruction and curriculum that focused on “scientifically 

based reading research.” The purpose of Reading First was to “bridge the divide between 

classroom instruction and reading research” (Goldberg & Goldenberg, 2022, p. 623). The 
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Reading First initiative gave states funds to help eliminate the reading deficit in exchange for 

increased reading scores. This caused teachers and districts to scramble to find a quick-fix 

solution to the nation’s reading problem. However, this led to various criticisms and oppositions 

including the implementation of scripted curricula (Seidenberg, 2017; Thomas & Dyches, 2019).  

Since the end of the No Child Left Behind Act in 2015, the reading wars have continued 

the debate between balanced literacy and phonics (Petscher et al., 2020; Yaden et al., 2021; 

Hanford, 2019). On one side, educators promoted balanced literacy because it pulled together 

teaching practices from both sides–phonics and whole language. Balanced literacy was a way to 

incorporate both phonics and whole language where students would be able to learn to read 

naturally if exposed to books (Barshay, 2020). Alternatively, other educators found that explicit 

phonics instruction seemed to be the way to go based on the findings released in the NRP (2001). 

The NRP received criticism due to the articles and findings to be grounded in theory and less in 

evidence and practice. As the reading wars have persisted, there has been progress in educational 

research and the study of reading regarding neuroscience, cognitive sciences, and curriculum 

development. For some districts, new state legislation has been enacted to mandate SOR into 

their school’s curriculum (Seidenberg et al., 2020; Strauss, 2021). There have been more 

published authors and curricula based on SOR with an increase in investments from states to 

provide more funding for professional development in SOR (Goldberg & Goldenberg, 2022).  

Dyslexia and the Science of Reading 

According to Seidenberg (2017), science reveals that the methods commonly used to 

teach children how to read are inconsistent with basic facts about human cognition and 

development. Part of the conversation surrounding SOR is the reading impairment dyslexia: the 
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term refers to reading that is impaired due to the development of neural and genetic anomalies 

that affect this skill, a focus that excludes many other factors that can also lead to poor reading: 

personal characteristics, such as motivation and perseverance, and personal circumstances, such 

as the home, school, and community environments (Seidenberg, 2017, p. 153). The neuroscience 

involved and learning how the brain works, how the eyes take in written code, and the impacts of 

exposure to speech can tell us a great deal about how children read.  

Due to the lack of teacher preparation with SOR in terms of teaching teachers the 

neuroscience and cognitive science involved with reading, educators are also underprepared to 

diagnose and provide appropriate instruction to students with dyslexia (Hoffman et al., 2020; 

Seidenberg, 2017). Consequently, this leads to either an over diagnosis or under diagnosis of 

dyslexia. In 2019, The Dyslexia Screening and Intervention Act passed the Montana Legislature. 

This act, in alignment with the Individuals with Disabilities Act (IDEA, 1990), establishes 

procedures that ensure all students with disabilities, including learning disabilities like dyslexia, 

are identified and evaluated for special education and appropriate services as early as possible. A 

screening instrument is used in identifying specific needs for students with dyslexia (Montana 

Dyslexia Screening and Intervention Act, 2019). With the increased attention to early 

intervention, districts are wanting to reach students in the early stages of reading in hopes to 

identify and diagnose those students to provide needed services and instruction.  

How SOR impacts students of color 

The Science of Reading has impacted the social and linguistic cultural aspect of students. 

One major impact criticizes SOR as being detrimental to bilingual, multilingual, Black, 

Indigenous, and other students of color (Rigess et al., 2022; Souto-Manning, 2021; Arya & 
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Maul, 2021; Milner, 2020; Paris, 2012). Scholars argue that SOR silences students of color and 

promotes the erasure of diverse language, culture, and experiences (Souto-Manning et al., 2021; 

Terry, 2021) as well as suggests levels of unconscious evidence of racism throughout curricula 

that is aligned with SOR. By concentrating on only certain concepts of SOR such as phonemic 

awareness, students are expected to read, write, and talk in a manner that depicts “white” English 

(Souto-Manning, 2021). Likewise, Share (2021) claims that SOR is just teaching students the 

reading of English. Other scholars have found that various curricula, particularly prescribed or 

scripted, display and encourage racist ideologies. These scholars emphasize the importance of a 

more robust and socially-just curriculum (Goldberg & Goldenberg, 2022; Share, 2021). For 

example, one study analyzing a scripted curriculum found evidence of white supremacist scripts 

that depicted erasure of people of color, promoted white authors, and course materials that used 

color-evasive language (Riggell et al., 2022). Similarly, another study analyzing a different 

scripted curriculum found evidence of various majoritarian narratives in the texts (Thomas & 

Dyches, 2019). These issues related to racial bias are made more precarious by the fact that 

scripted curricula are often mandated by school districts. As a result, teachers are confined to a 

strict and narrow curriculum that prohibits them from implementing a culturally just and relevant 

pedagogy. Milner (2013) argues that teachers who are mandated to work in the confines of 

scripted curricula often do not have the opportunity to plan lessons that highlight their students’ 

language and cultures despite the need to do so.  

Programs and curricula that are under the “evidence-based” disclaimer of SOR are being 

published at fast rates and purchased by schools to quickly address the reading achievement 

issue. While many of these programs concentrate on important foundational concepts of teaching 
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and reading, there is evidence of inconsistent effectiveness when implemented (Brown et al., 

2020; Jeffes, 2015). Hoffman et al., (2020) claims that SOR initiatives are unfounded, 

deprofessionalize teacher educators, and are costly. With this need to close the achievement gap, 

many schools and districts are opting for commercial curricula and programs. These programs 

are designed as teacher-proof and under the impression that, if done with fidelity, reading scores 

and abilities will increase. Many skeptics fear that the popularity of widely used and purchased 

one-size-fits-all approaches focus too narrowly on decoding (Thacker, 2010). Seidenberg (2017) 

also argues that “outsourcing phonics is a poor alternative to effective classroom instruction” (p. 

275). These types of approaches can also interfere with teacher agency by deprofessionalizing 

teachers (Gabriel, 2020; Kinloch & Dixon, 2017). Hoffman et al., (2020) argues that SOR “is 

being used to silence the voices of literacy teacher educators and teachers rather than to invite the 

collective exploration of possibilities for reimagining teacher preparation, an essential part of the 

scientific process” (p. S255). Yet despite the need for more collaborative efforts in addressing 

literacy from many scholars (Seidenberg, 2022; Aukerman & Chamber Schuldt, 2021; Graham, 

2020; Milner, 2020; Petscher et al., 2020; Shanahan, 2020; Bondie et al., 2019) there continues 

to be a clear disconnect between teachers and educational stakeholders and researchers.  

The Role of Teacher Preparation Programs 

Making changes to teacher preparation programs is one way to improve teaching literacy 

among students. Seidenberg (2013) comments that teacher preparation programs do not 

adequately prepare teachers in terms of understanding the actual science behind reading, but also 

these programs do not do enough in terms of training teachers for related development disorders 

such as dyslexia. He continues to say that responsibility for lack of teacher training in reading 
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rests with the educators who teach the teachers (Seidenberg, 2017). As a result, many teachers 

enter the field with little experience and knowledge in teaching reading. Along with improved 

teacher preparation programs (Seidenberg 2017; Shanahan 2020), it is important for teachers and 

researchers to collaborate with each other in terms of information and access. Teachers not only 

need more adequate training and tools, but they also should be given the space in literacy 

research to participate, examine, and analyze the information. In addition to more in-depth 

diagnostic work with students in terms of reading assessments, teachers need a deep 

understanding of reading processes and instruction (Valencia, 2004). Likewise, Terry (2021) 

states, “both researchers and educators should continue to become knowledgeable of the 

expansive research literature upon which the science of reading is founded” (p. 87). Meaning, 

it’s important for teachers to learn and study the research in neuroscience and cognitive science 

along with effective reading strategies. When teachers are given the support, tools, resources, 

and research, they are better able to make crucial educational decisions for their students that 

impact learning and instruction. 

SOR and Inclusion 

Another suggested change needed in terms of literacy education is inclusion of 

children’s’ cultural and language backgrounds as well as experiences. Advocates for culturally 

sustaining pedagogy call for SOR to be more inclusive of global diversity (Share, 2021; Yaden et 

al., 2021; Milner, 2020; Souto-Manning, 2016; Rahman, 2013; Ebe, 2012; Paris, 2012). By 

embracing students’ cultural and linguistic backgrounds, teachers can help provide students with 

instruction that supports different cultures and languages but also aids students with access to the 

dominant language to promote social change and reduce inequities in education.  
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 

I framed this project through the lens curriculum theory. Pinar (2004) explains that 

curriculum theory is the “interdisciplinary study of educational experience” (p.2) particularly 

looking at experience that is encoded in curriculum. As a significant component of school 

reform, curriculum theory examines the link between curriculum, teacher agency, student 

performance, and race and gender. According to Pinar (2004), “The school curriculum 

communicates what we choose to remember about our past, what we believe about the present, 

what we hope for in the future” (p. 20). Pinar argues that due to the high demands of 

examination-driven curricula, teachers are demoted from scholars and intellectuals to 

“technicians in service to the state” (p.2). Through the pressures of “accountability” imposed by 

political agendas and school administrators, Pinar (2004) expressed the unique concern that 

political socialization is replacing education. In other words, he argues that political agendas 

have taken over what is to be taught in schools. 

Curriculum directly addresses the intersection of what is taught and its impact on certain 

populations, focusing specifically on the racialization of education. For Pinar (2004), 

understanding the current status of education calls for us to acknowledge that we are victims of 

displaced and deferred misogyny and racism and seeing how these two terms are still prevalent 

in our educational systems today. Whereas this project is less concerned with gender and 

misogyny, curriculum theory provides the conceptual framework necessary to investigate the 

ways in which SOR is communicated to teachers, students, and parents, as well as possible racial 

stratification inherent within the aims and structure of the curriculum. 
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Parts of this study examined the hidden curriculum that is prevalent in schools. 

Popularized by Philip Jackson (1968), the hidden curriculum deals with the ways in which 

knowledge and behavior are constructed through the use of course materials. In this view, the 

hidden curriculum shows how the process of schooling is influenced by bureaucratic and 

dominant ideologies. Exploring how the hidden curriculum reproduces social stratification 

(Giroux, 1997; Freire, 1970/2020; Pinar, 2004), we can analyze how certain curricula materials 

such as Superkids, Wonders, and other commercial programs integrates accessibility of 

knowledge and communication across class, race, and gender (Au, 2012).  
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METHODS 

I employed a content analysis methodological approach. Specifically, I identified themes 

related to collected artifacts such as teacher worksheets, teacher communication, school and 

district newsletters, the district website, and public curriculum websites related to SOR (Hodder, 

1994; Elo & Kyngäs, 2008). Using this qualitative approach allowed for opportunities to identify 

concepts, patterns, and inferences across different sources. 

A content analysis is a method typically used for analyzing written, verbal, or visual 

communication messages (Cole, 1988; Krippendorff, 2004). According to Hodder (1994) the use 

of material culture is important for qualitative researchers who want to explore further the 

multiple and conflicting voices and differing and interacting interpretations between texts and 

meanings. In the case of my investigation, material culture was defined as teacher worksheets, 

teacher communication in the form of letters and emails, school district newsletters and websites, 

and public curriculum websites, and was used to critically examine different artifacts to 

understand how one focal school district implements and communicates literacy practices to 

students, teachers, and families. Using these artifacts, I studied how the artifacts’ language, 

author, and context influenced accessibility and power within school systems which then 

influenced student learning and parent understanding of curriculum decisions.  

My focal school district (K-8) began the implementation of the Science of Reading in the 

Fall of 2021. The district’s eight elementary schools have participated in a three-year (2019-

2022) professional development and curriculum and assessment plan. Part of this plan required 

the following: professional development using The Reading Teacher’s Top Ten Tools, an online 

professional reading platform for teachers for training in reading instruction; site visits from an 
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outside literacy consultant; the purchase of curriculum materials Superkids and Wonders; and the 

Acadience Reading Assessment. According to a district newsletter (see Appendix B), the school 

district is moving toward engaging in consistent core materials (e.g., Superkids and Wonders) 

beginning of Fall 2021 and implementing comprehensive core literacy instruction using 

decodable readers, knowledge building, vocabulary, phonics and phonemic awareness, 

comprehension, and early intervention. As part of the implementation of SOR, the school district 

has decided to move away from the three-cueing system, the term “guided” reading, and leveled 

readers (see Appendix A).  

At the beginning of Fall 2021, all K-2 elementary classrooms implemented Superkids as 

their core curriculum for reading. Superkids is a reading program that uses evidence-based 

literacy practices that provide explicit and systematic instruction through comprehension, 

handwriting and phonics, fluency and spelling, grammar, and study skills. Based on SOR, 

Superkids teaches the foundational skills of reading and writing. Depending on the grade level, 

students receive instruction that focuses on phonological and phonemic awareness, blending, 

decoding, and fluency. (“The Superkids Reading Program,” n.d.). The Superkids curriculum also 

provides extended learning opportunities using assessments and reports, online resources, as well 

as differentiation strategies for teachers.  

The district launched Wonders in the Fall of 2022 for grades 3-5. Also aligned with SOR, 

Wonders focuses on foundational skills of reading such as phonemic awareness, phonics and 

decoding, and text reading fluency (“Wonders 2020,” n.d.). Wonders provides ready-made 

lessons and materials for instruction including research-based lessons in vocabulary and other 

language skills. This curriculum also includes leveled readers, digital tools  (e.g., an online 
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writer’s notebook) and a digital dashboard for teachers to help with planning and instruction. 

Ready-made lesson plans for differentiated instruction for both gifted and talented students and 

Tier 2 students are also included. Additionally, students can engage in social and emotional 

learning opportunities through a collaboration with Sesame Workshop, a nonprofit educational 

organization that provides an integrated approach to SEL skills within the Wonders curriculum. 

Both curricula are grounded in SOR and aim to provide teachers and students with evidence-

based practices that systematically and explicitly teach literacy instruction. 
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DATA COLLECTION PROCEDURES 

Data collected for this project began on October 29, 2021. Table 1 provides an overview 

of my timeline during my data collection. 

 

    Table 1. Timeline Table of Data Collection 

Artifact Category Total Number of Artifacts Timeline of 

Data Collection 

District 

Communication 

2 10/29/21 

Teacher 

Communication 

8 08/25/22-1/18/23 

Teacher 

Worksheets 

14 08/25/22-1/27/23 

Websites 4 08/25/22-1/27/23 

 

 

Data collection began on this date because the district sent the first newsletter to families 

regarding literacy and curriculum implementation. I completed my data collection on January 27, 

2023, with the ending date marking the end of the current mid-year grading report. My data 

collection process consisted of multiple artifacts that included teacher worksheets, parent 

communication letters and emails, district newsletters and websites, and curriculum websites. 

The teacher worksheets, handouts, and parent communication letters and emails were sent from a 

first-grade teacher. The district newsletters and websites were public documents sent from the 

focal school district. The curriculum websites and brochures were explicitly linked in district 

sent materials through newsletters and were related to the Superkids (Zaner-Bloser, Inc) and 

Wonders (McGraw-Hill) outlined by the school district as part of their implementation of SOR.  
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 My data corpus contains 28 artifacts and were considered public access. These artifacts 

were organized into four categories: district communication, teacher communication, teacher 

worksheets, and websites.  

District communications were all sent by the focal school district. These artifacts were a 

November newsletter (see Appendix A) that focused on literacy and curriculum implementation 

of Superkids and Wonders as core resources. Part of this newsletter provided more information 

and links to Superkids and Wonders, Reading Teacher’s Top Ten Tools, and Five Literacy 

Accelerators for Older Students. 

Teacher communication consisted of eight parent letters sent by two 1st grade teachers. 

These artifacts referenced weekly classroom newsletters, Superkids, the Superkids online portal, 

Walk to Read program, reading homework regarding book studies and packets to complete, and 

results from Acadience Reading Assessment. 

Teacher worksheets were completed in-class or assigned for homework in 1st grade. 

These worksheets focused on different literacy components such as non-fiction reading passages, 

spelling, writing, and comprehension. Some worksheets were directly part of the Superkids 

curriculum. Other worksheets were printables from outside resources and creators (e.g., Read 

Naturally and Teachers Pay Teachers). 

Websites were based on public access to links provided by the district that specifically 

referenced Superkids and Wonders. Some of the artifacts in this category also came directly from 

the school district website. The website identified core resources, the district’s Long Range 

Strategic Plan, and information about the Reading Teacher’s Top 10 Tools. 
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Table 2. Artifact Category and Number of Codes outlines total artifacts collected and the 

total number of codes associated with each artifact. These artifacts are organized into four 

categories: district communication, teacher communication, teacher worksheets, and websites. 

 

       Table 2. Artifact Categories and Number of Codes 

Artifact Category Total 

Number of 

Artifacts 

Total Number of 

Codes1 

Artifact Identification 

Number 

District 

Communication 

2 5-CO 

5-PLO 

3-PS 

8-SORC 

1, 2 

Teacher 

Communication 

8 8-CO 

9-PS 

18-SORC 

3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10 

Teacher Worksheets 14 14- CO 

3-PS 

24- SORC 

11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 

18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24 

Websites 4 6- CO 

4-PLO 

1-PS 

25, 26, 27, 28 

 

 

Another crucial piece of data was a group interview (one session) with two teachers 

within the focal school district. I conducted the interview via Zoom on March 3, 2023. Both 

teachers currently teach English/Language Arts and have experience with using Wonders and/or 

knowledge of SOR. Teacher A is a current 8th grade teacher who teaches both Language Arts and 

Social Studies, but most of their teaching experience has been teaching 5th grade. Teacher A  

 

1 See Table 3 for code names, definitions, and examples. 
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holds a master’s in education for grades K-8. They have been teaching for 34 years. Teacher B 

currently teaches 5th grade Language Arts. They also have former experience at the college level, 

having worked in the psychology department for 20 years. They have been working in the focal 

school district since 2011. For my interview, I focused on asking questions specific to their 

experience with training and implementation of SOR. I also asked questions that pertained to 

their knowledge of SOR, and their use of curricular materials aligned with SOR. I chose these 

two teachers due to their experience within the focal school district. Both teachers have been in 

the school district for more than 10 years and were able to provide experience describing the 

changes within the district over the years.  

The last piece of data collection was keeping a personal journal for myself. This journal 

was used to keep track of conversations regarding SOR with other educators. I also used this 

journal to reflect on specific times I was notified as a parent that curriculum materials 

corresponding with SOR were being introduced and/or implemented. These journal entries 

detailed discussions surrounding Superkids and their online platform, parent-teacher conferences, 

and the introduction of the book study students would be participating in later during the 

semester. Although my personal journal was used as part of my data collection, by the time of 

my analysis, my journal became dormant as I found the journal not extensive or providing 

enough information for a thorough analysis.  
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DATA ANALYSIS PROCEDURE 

To begin this content analysis, I used Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase framework for 

constructing a thematic analysis. The six-phase framework is as follows: (1) become familiar 

with the data, (2) generate codes, (3) construct themes, (4) review potential themes, (5) define 

and name themes, (6) produce a report. As addressed in this framework, the first phase was 

getting familiar with my data. This required me to first read all my artifacts and annotate them 

based on looking at the type of source. Once I annotated my data based on their source, I then 

organized each artifact into different categories such as teacher worksheets, teacher 

communication, district communication, and websites. I then went back and annotated based on 

content. Here I noted common themes specific to the purpose of the artifact. For teacher 

worksheets, I took notes based on the purpose of the worksheet. For example, one document was 

a teacher worksheet that focused on spelling. When analyzing district communication, I took 

notes on what other information was provided such as hyperlinks, definitions of terminology, 

statistics and other data provided, and parental resources such as school resources provided to 

families that pertain to SOR. The final part in completing step one required me to look at 

curriculum websites that provided resources such as brochures, articles, and available resources 

for both teachers and parents. While performing my analysis and annotation, I also took notes on 

how the focal school district is implementing these artifacts. 

Once I became familiar with my data, I moved onto phase two which was to generate 

codes (Braun & Clarke, 2006). As I was analyzing my artifacts, I noted the types of artifacts I 

collected. For me to start generating codes, I determined where my artifacts had come from and 

considered the author and the source type of the artifacts. I generated codes based on curriculum 
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outsourcing, parental support, professional learning outsourcing, and Science of Reading 

components. I then created a codebook with accommodating definitions (see Table 3).  

After completing and reviewing the codes, I then moved onto phase three. I reviewed my 

artifacts again, specifically analyzing repetitive themes and whether or not themes noticed were 

referenced in the school district’s plan for SOR implementation or referenced in their Long-

Range Strategic Plan. I compared themes found in artifacts to the district newsletter (see 

Appendix A) sent out to families that outlined literacy phases of implementation.  

During phase four, I took notes on repetitive themes and how these themes were present 

in the collected artifacts. My notes documented what type of artifact, content material, dates of 

communication, and where and how artifacts were being released to the public. 

In phase five, I took notes one last time on whether found themes coincided with the 

research I had reviewed about SOR. I took notes on which components of SOR were found in the 

artifacts and which of those were reflected in the research.  

In the last phase I completed a report. This report included my initial thoughts and 

reflections on the type of document source and content, as well as how these documents aligned 

with the school district’s plan for implementation. Also, my report analyzed how themes found 

in my research related to SOR and how the focal school district involved defines and 

communicates SOR to teachers, students, and families. 
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         Table 3. Codebook 

Code Code Name Code Definition Artifact Examples 

CO Curriculum 

outsourcing 

Curriculum 

outsourcing is any 

resource from an 

outside curriculum 

publisher, trademark 

creator/author, 

publishing company 

Reference and context to 

Superkids, Wonders, printed 

worksheets from outside 

resources and/or creators, 

(TpT), Acadience 

Assessment, curriculum 

websites 

PS Parental support Letters/emails from 

teachers, links in 

documents to read 

more information 

about, specific 

information for 

parents/families, 

resources for 

families/parents 

Teacher letter/email, links to 

outside resources (articles, 

community events/info), 

parent involvement 

(reading/listening to student, 

outreach to teachers,) teacher 

worksheets that have family 

directions 

PLO Professional 

learning 

outsourcing 

Any resource from an 

outside source 

specifically for 

teachers (PD), 

links/websites 

specifically designed 

for educators 

Link to The Reading 

Teacher’s Top Ten Tools, 

district PIR matrix (topic of 

professional learning, site 

visits from outside 

consultant, curriculum 

websites) 

SORC Science of 

Reading 

component 

Resources that 

correspond with 

phonics, phonemic 

awareness, spelling, 

comprehension, 

grammar, fluency, 

writing 

Spelling, phonics, phonemic 

awareness, comprehension, 

fluency, writing, grammar,  
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FINDINGS 

The following section will respond to my first research question: How does 1 focal 

school district implement the Science of Reading? During this section, I will offer the district’s 

structured implementation plan of SOR as well as the use of curricular and professional learning 

outsourcing. 

Websites 

 Out of a total of 4 website artifacts collected, two were directly from the focal school 

district’s website and two were direct links provided by the school district. One of the website 

artifacts was access to the district’s long range strategic plan. This artifact outlined the district’s 

measurable goals in terms of literacy. According to the district’s long range strategic plan, “By 

2025, 90% of all BSD7 3rd Grade Students will demonstrate grade-level reading skills by 

achieving a proficient score on the Acadience reading assessment at the end of the school year” 

(“BSD7 Long Range Strategic Plan,” n.d.). Part of this plan also provided a table displaying each 

year’s phase of implementation and training with the Science of Reading. The plan includes 

times for training and site visits from the literacy consultant (e.g., as seen in the district 

newsletter). Other website artifacts were explicitly linked from the district (e.g., Reading 

Teacher’s Top 10 Tools and Wonders brochure). 

Curriculum Outsourcing  

Findings reveal that within the 28 total artifacts, there were 33 examples of curriculum 

outsourcing. I identified these artifacts as curriculum outsourcing because they were 
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reproducibles from another creator that were not a part of the Superkids curriculum. (see 

Appendix B). As illustrated in Table 2, teacher worksheets had the most examples of curriculum 

outsourcing. Teacher worksheets consisted of a total of 14 collected artifacts. Seven of the 

teacher worksheets were in direct correlation with the Superkids curriculum. Five of the teacher 

worksheets were printables from other online websites and/or creators while two teacher 

worksheets were directly from Read Naturally. 

These worksheets were directly from the Superkids curriculum or were printed from 

another outside source from an online website and/or creator (e.g., Read Naturally and Teachers 

Pay Teachers). Notably, most teacher worksheets were reproducibles, focused on various 

components of literacy such as spelling and writing and were completed in class. Teacher 

worksheets that were considered homework and completed at-home also utilized curriculum 

outsourcing specifically from another outside reading intervention program, Read Naturally. 

These worksheets were all non-fiction reading passages and included five comprehension 

multiple-choice questions per passage. 

Professional Learning Outsourcing 

Other examples of curriculum outsourcing were evident in artifacts coded as 

professional-learning outsourcing for teachers. In total, there were nine examples of 

professional-learning outsourcing between artifacts under district communication and websites. 

In artifacts listed as district communication, I found five examples of professional learning 

outsourcing. In websites, there were four examples of professional learning outsourcing. 

According to the district newsletter (see Appendix A), part of the literacy implementation plan, 

involved training using the online professional learning program, The Reading Teacher’s Top 
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Ten Tools. Another type of curricular outsourcing was the district-sponsored professional-

learning via in-site visits and training from a literacy consultant. The district newsletter (see 

Appendix A) also mentioned the purchase of both Superkids and Wonders curriculum as well as 

adoption of the Acadience Reading Assessment.  

This next section will respond to my second research question: Whose interests are being 

served and silenced within the focal school district’s implementation of the Science of Reading? 

During this section, I offer my findings on teacher communication and parental involvement, the 

lack of diversity within the focal school district’s use of SOR, how the focal school district 

utilizes outside resources, as well as responses from my teacher interviews. 

Teacher Communication 

 In the artifact category of teacher communication, I collected eight artifacts. Four 

artifacts that were directly sent to parents via email from the teacher were collected. These 

artifacts introduced reading concepts and activities that students would be participating in such 

as the Walk to Read program, a book study, and focus areas in Superkids. Two of the four email 

communications specifically outlined expectations and directions for both parents and child. For 

example, one artifact stated, “Please listen to your child read nightly and congratulate your child 

on a job well done” (Artifact 4). Three out of the eight artifacts were printed letters sent home by 

the teacher. Again, these artifacts directly referenced literacy activities and strategies that 

students would be engaging with including more information about the Walk to Read program 

and the Superkids curriculum. For example, one email stated, “The print is read with ease with 

this group, and the focused reading skill is comprehension” (Artifact 6). These artifacts displayed 

a clear emphasis on parental involvement in terms of helping students with literacy skills. 
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 Based on these artifacts, the publishers of Superkids and Wonders are financially 

benefiting due to the district spending an exorbitant amount of money on both programs. 

Another interest being served is that of the literacy consultant being used by the district. As 

another outside resource, the literacy consultant is financially benefiting for their services in 

terms of training and on-site visits according to the district’s implementation plan. And while the 

purchase of Superkids and Wonders may be serving struggling readers, there is a percentage of 

students who are not academically benefiting from these programs due to lack of information 

provided by the district on how their implementation of SOR promotes enrichment and 

differentiation for those students who do not need a reading intervention program. 

 However, in terms of whose interests are being silenced, it is implied that these artifacts 

of teacher communication are assuming that all students have the same parental involvement. 

This is not the case, as teachers know that there are some students who are not getting practice 

with reading that research says they need (Seidenberg, 2017). In this instance, these students are 

being silenced when the district relies on parental support as indicated in teacher communication 

sent home. Teachers are also being silenced as part of the district’s implementation of SOR. 

Based on the district newsletter (see Appendix A), it is unclear as to how the district and teachers 

engaged in the curriculum selection process. This was also reflected in my teacher interviews 

when Teacher A mentioned that they felt frustrated with the district’s decision to use outside 

resources and an outside consultant rather than utilizing the knowledge, training, and experience 

of district teachers. 
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Science of Reading Components 

 Science of Reading components were evident in teacher worksheets with 24 coded 

instances of direct correlation with SOR. The 24 codes reflected the following SOR components: 

phonological awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension. Seven teacher 

worksheets focused on spelling, two on reading comprehension, two on writing activities, one on 

fluency, and one on phonics. One of the teacher worksheets was a Superkids workbook that 

covered: comprehension, handwriting, phonics, fluency, spelling, grammar, structural analysis, 

and drawing. These artifacts coincided with the NRP’s review of the five components of 

effective reading strategies.  

While analyzing these artifacts, I noticed the lack of diversity throughout the curricular 

materials. Superkids concentrated on phonemic awareness and phonics. The passages and 

worksheets assigned focused on phonemic awareness and phonics. The Acadience assessment is 

a phonics test. There was no evidence of fictional or other types of literacies such as poetry or 

digital texts. Also, there did not seem to be evidence of student choice or autonomy when 

completing the worksheets given the specific directions. When I coded certain components, I did 

not find other codes related to different components of SOR (e.g., critical reading or digital 

tools). The artifacts were mostly spelling, fluency, and comprehension. Just based on the artifacts 

collected, the district is focusing on phonics, fluency, and spelling. As a result, this school 

district is dismissing other components of reading success such as motivation, interest, and 

cultural literacies. 

 The district newsletter (see Appendix A) also contained eight examples of SOR 

components, describing what the focal district was moving away from and moving toward in 
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regard to SOR, including information again pertaining to training and site visits from an outside 

consultant. However, I noticed that information about the outside consultant (e.g., credentials, 

experience, or website) was missing despite the district saying she was a “national expert in the 

Science of Reading” (see Appendix A).  According to the district newsletter the changes in the 

literacy plan were listed as points of research and important topics of clarification. The three 

specific literacy concepts that the district would be removing from their literacy practices 

included moving away from the three-cueing system, the term “guided reading,” and leveled 

readers. By the Fall of 2021, the school district will have moved toward the following: consistent 

core materials, comprehensive core literacy instruction for grades K-2, decodable readers, 

knowledge building and vocabulary, comprehension, assessments, and early intervention. The 

district newsletter stated, “The implementation of a consistent core resource will ensure all 

students receive high quality reading instruction grounded in the science of reading” (“BSD7 is 

Moving Toward,” Appendix A, p. 2) 

Teacher Interviews 

 When asked about their definition of SOR, Teacher A defined SOR as an approach to 

reading that attempts to use quantitative measurements to determine student reading success; 

however, they noted that there is a sense of confusion about SOR among teachers. Teacher B 

defined SOR as a “catch-phrase.” According to Teacher B, SOR was an implementation that 

focuses on phonics, morphemes, etc. Teacher B emphasized that district teachers were teaching 

the components of SOR before, and the only difference was that now there was a name. 

Although Teacher B addressed that SOR contained important components, she found that calling 

it SOR is just repackaging from publishing companies. Teacher B specifically mentioned the use 
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of the term “science” was used to garner attention and respect. Yet, both teachers mentioned that 

they were not given any of the science or research behind SOR. 

 When asked how teachers were introduced and trained in SOR by their schools, Teacher 

A identified an “outside consultant” as their main source of introduction. Teacher A described 

their introduction as a whole-school teacher assembly in which an “outside consultant” was 

brought in to discuss SOR. They remembered being introduced to the “outside consultant" as 

someone who had performed magic in raising test scores for other districts, but the other districts 

were not named for the teachers. According to Teacher A, they felt manipulated and angry at the 

consultant’s approach. Teacher A mentioned that the consultant proceeded to tell the teachers 

that everything they learned and/or knew about teaching reading was wrong. Teacher A also 

noted that the consultant even criticized the university systems as not appropriately teaching new 

teachers how to teach reading. The consultant then had the teachers engage in various reading 

strategies and practices that in Teacher A’s mind was to make them feel inadequate about their 

knowledge of reading. Teacher B had a different experience regarding introduction and training 

with SOR. Teacher B did not mention a conversation with the “outside consultant;” rather, they 

were trained by another outside representative for utilizing the Wonders curriculum. During this 

training, Teacher B was shown pet brain scans to display the positive learning effects of SOR.  

Teacher B is implementing the Wonders curriculum. According to Teacher B, they are 

expected to use this curriculum 90 minutes daily during their scheduled Language Arts time. 

However, Teacher B noted that there have been many times where they have had to use other 

outside resources because they felt Wonders did not provide enough instruction for students (e.g., 

during a lesson of finding theme, they felt that Wonders did a poor job of teaching students how 
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to find theme in a text. Instead of completing the workbook page, the teacher chose an outside 

text and showed their students how to find a theme). Teacher B also mentioned that although 

Wonders contains interesting topics, she felt that this curriculum lacked in incorporating 

culturally relevant and engaging literature texts.  

 The next set of questions I asked were about the teachers' own personal responses to 

SOR. Teacher B felt as though they were not being listened to as a professional and was 

frustrated with the district’s decision to hire an outside consultant rather than utilizing teacher 

professionals who work in the school district. Teacher B argued that differentiation seemed to be 

a focus of implementing SOR. However, this differentiation is focused on supporting students 

who need more instruction in phonics. However, Teacher B noted that the district seemed to be 

focused on just those students who were not on reading level, which in their opinion was a small 

amount compared to other schools. However, they believe that it’s not differentiation when all 

students and all schools are using the same curriculum. For Teacher B, individual schools have 

individual needs, so curriculum decisions and implementation should be based according to 

specific school needs. In Teacher B’s case, Wonders does not meet her students' needs and they 

this program to be too easy. 
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LIMITATIONS 

The present study only examined materials that were of public access from October 29, 

2021, to January 27, 2023, which was the ending of the current mid-year grading report. This 

study did not involve classroom observations. Teacher communication and worksheets were 

collected from two 1st grade teachers and from 1 student. During September 2022- December 

2022, teacher communication was limited because the student’s core teacher was absent due to 

medical leave. Due to the timing of teacher schedules and the due date for this study, teacher 

interviews were also limited. I only interviewed 2 teachers one time. 
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DISCUSSIONS 

 Research (Seidenberg, 2016, Shanahan, 2021) indicates that SOR is not a boxed 

curriculum; yet this focal school district is using a boxed curriculum. According to the district 

newsletter (see Appendix A), it directly states, “The body of work referred to as ‘the science of 

reading’ is not an ideology, a philosophy, a political agenda, a one-size-fits-all approach, a 

program of instruction, or a specific component of instruction” (p. 1). This seems to contradict 

the current research of SOR and beliefs of many scholars who argue that SOR is not a 

curriculum that can or should be outsourced and that teaching reading requires various and all 

components of literacy (Shanahan, 2021; Seidenberg, 2016); not just certain components. 

Ironically, the focal school district notes that SOR is indeed not a “one-size-fits-all approach” 

however, all students in grades K-2 are using Superkids while all students in grades 3-5 will be 

utilizing Wonders. Again, this goes against what I’ve found in the research behind SOR which 

argues that SOR cannot be packaged and labeled as SOR; especially because most of the current 

pre-packaged curriculums are loosely based on SOR and have not been proven effective 

(Shanahan, 2021; Seidenberg, 2016). 

In addition to utilizing a one-size-fits- all approach, the focal school district also seems to 

be concentrating on implementing certain components of SOR. This was evident in the focal 

school district’s use of a graphic illustrating the Simple View of Reading (SVR, Gough & 

Tunmer, 1986) in the district newsletter (see Appendix A). SVR is a formula that has two basic 

components: decoding x language comprehension = reading comprehension (see Appendix A, p. 

4). According to this model, reading comprehension occurs only when students have both 

decoding and word recognition skills as well as language comprehension skills. Despite the 
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popularity of SVR shown to practitioners of reading, SVR narrows the concepts of reading into 

these two components and fails to consider updated research and progress in the understanding 

and teaching of reading (Duke & Cartwright, 2021). Although these components are in fact in 

direct correlation with SOR, many researchers claim that phonics is not sufficient and schools 

should work to also include other literacy practices such as implementing culturally relevant 

texts, language development, motivation, multilingual literacies, digital texts, and considering 

other social and emotional barriers that students face (Goldberg & Goldenberg, 2022; Aukerman 

& Chambers Schuldt, 2021; Graham, 2020; Milner, 2020; Valencia, 2004). By the focal school 

district narrowing reading down to just four components (e.g., phonics, fluency, comprehension, 

and spelling) the school district is not considering the whole child.  

Through my analysis, it also appears that there is a level of deception and lack of 

transparency from the focal school district’s definition and implementation of SOR. Even though 

the focal school district states they are using SOR, the district is only using some components of 

SOR that reflect part of the related research. As part of the implementation plan, the district 

failed to inform parents and community members of the financial information regarding the 

amount spent on curricular materials and the decision to hire an outside literacy consultant. And 

while the implementation plan did outline the consultant’s role (e.g., training and site visits), they 

did not specify what type of training and site visits they would be conducting. The district’s plan 

of SOR implementation is inconsistent with the research which again makes it questionable as to 

whether it constitutes as SOR. According to the research (Seidenberg, 2016; Shanahan, 2020), 

SOR is not a curriculum and specifically one that is not outsourced. While the district claims to 
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be implementing SOR, their means of using multiple outsourced materials goes against what 

research has argued about SOR. 

It is evident that the focal school district is focused on the students who need additional 

support to be successful in reading by purchasing a reading intervention curriculum such as 

Superkids (e.g., to help those students, all students have to do the same work). This was also 

noted during my teacher interviews as Teacher B mentioned that the district seemed to only want 

to cater to the “lowest denominator” of students despite the district’s reading scores. According 

to the district newsletter, “annual data for 4th graders, as measured by the most recent four years 

of State Assessment data, shows that nearly 70% of our students are proficient in English 

Language Arts; however, this means 30% of our students don’t have the reading skills they need 

to be successful” (see Appendix A). The district is focusing on the 30% of students who need a 

reading intervention program, and yet, there is no evidence to indicate that they are providing 

enrichment opportunities or other materials appropriate to the 70% of proficient students. This is 

concerning because students who do not need Superkids and Wonders are forced to engage in 

rote skill and drills and may be losing opportunities for accommodations pursuant to their 

needs.   
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IMPLICATIONS 

 This focal school district’s implementation of SOR through curricula outsourcing is 

perceived by teachers as negatively impacting students. By utilizing skill and drill approaches 

through rote memorization, explicit phonics instruction, and focus on certain components of 

reading, students are losing the motivation and passion for reading that research (Yaden et al., 

2021; Ede, 2006) argues are important features of reading success. As noted during my teacher 

interviews, Teacher A found that SOR provided no depth or connection when it came to teaching 

reading for their students. Teacher A noted that because their students are so accustomed to a 

high-stake testing environment, their students are having difficulty developing purposeful 

reading habits that help lead to student reading success. According to research, reading 

comprehension demands complex cognitive skills and motivation to make meaning from text 

(Barber & Klauda, 2020). The systematic approach that is happening in this focal school district 

is causing apprehensiveness and hesitation with trying to engage and motivate students to read. 

The focus on curricular outsourcing also proved problematic for students learning how to read 

complex texts. Due to the scripted nature of Superkids and Wonders, students are not exposed to 

critical reading skills. Even during my teacher interview, Teacher B noted that Wonders did not 

offer complex and diverse texts. Teacher B has also noticed similar feelings with her students 

regarding reading. Teacher B said that her students disliked Wonders and found the curriculum 

boring. This has led to a decrease in student engagement and has also limited her ability to 

incorporate culturally relevant texts to support her students’ interests.  

Another implication suggests that this focal school’s district implementation of SOR is 

deprofessionalizing teachers. During my teacher interview, Teacher A found that the 



 

 

37 

implementation of SOR had affected their school’s culture. They argued that because of the 

confusion surrounding SOR, teachers were struggling with the decision to be creative and 

inspiring for their students or to just follow the assigned directions from the district. Both 

teachers throughout the interview emphasized the lack of agency they had in their classrooms 

with instruction and curriculum selection. According to Teacher A, they felt as though the 

district’s implementation of SOR does not give them the ability to help students develop a love 

for reading. Teacher B felt similarly. Teacher B noted that SOR leaves no room for teacher 

autonomy and believed that the messaging given to her as a professional implied that she was not 

good enough despite her decent reading scores.  

After analyzing this focal school’s district implementation of SOR, it appears as though 

this school district is moving backwards in terms of teaching reading. While this school district 

has developed a plan for SOR implementation, the rationale and effectiveness for professional 

learning outsourcing and curricular outsourcing is unclear and troubling.  
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CONCLUSION 

The history of the “reading wars” has shown us that the cycling of educational buzzwords 

(e.g., Science of Reading) will continue to interfere with research and practice. My study adds to 

this concern and illustrates the consequences of deprofessionalizing teachers and attempting to 

close the achievement gap by ignoring student differences. Silencing teacher and student voices 

is dangerous. Teacher stories of students losing motivation to read because of how narrowly 

reading is being defined within the curriculum reeks of a national trend to …. Align curriculum 

with standardized testing as the way to close the achievement gap. While using a prescribed, 

district-purchased curriculum such as Superkids and Wonders, experienced teachers felt 

restricted with course materials, wondering if they should follow directions or if there was space 

for them to be creative and attend to their students’ needs.  

My study adds to the existing conversation that surrounds SOR by emphasizing how the 

media, public, and curriculum publishers continue to misalign the definition and research behind 

the Science of Reading and its application. As a result, schools continue to purchase expensive, 

one-size-fits-all curricula that have yet to be proven effective in hopes to close the achievement 

gap. Ironically, these same large purchases coexist with district deficits and teacher cuts (as 

indicated in my focal school district). More transparency and dialogue across school districts and 

communities is warranted. Future studies are needed to analyze reading assessments over time 

and observe classrooms during reading instruction, showing a fuller impact of prescribed 

curricular demands. Dialogue between educational researchers and outside literacy consultants 

could also help clarify rationale and the definition behind the Science of Reading. Interviews 

with teachers, students, and administrators could reveal disconnects and perhaps, find ways to 
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build collaborations across stakeholders. Additionally, the field needs more studies to examine 

how prescribed mechanisms to teach reading impact students, teachers, and communities.   
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Figure A.1 District Newsletter 
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Figure B.1 Teacher Interview Questions 

Demographics: 

1. What is your job title/position? 

2. What teaching licensures and certifications do you hold?  

3. What grade do you teach? 

4. How long have you been in education? 

 

Definition: 

5. In your own words, what is The Science of Reading (SOR)? 

6. How does your district or school define SOR to you? 

 

Curriculum Implementation and Training: 

7. How is your school/district implementing SOR? 

8. What types of curriculum materials were provided to you that align with SOR? 

9. What is your school’s/district policy and/or rules regarding curriculum implementation? 

10. How does your school and/or district involve teachers when choosing curriculum 

materials and resources? 

11. Explain the SOR training or information you received from your school/district. Have 

you heard or worked with SOR in previous teaching and/or experiences? 

12. What is your response to the implementation and training of SOR? 

13. With the implementation of SOR, how has reading amongst your students changed or 

progressed?  

 

Student/Parent Communication: 

14. How do you define SOR to your students and their families? 

15. What types of communication materials do you use to inform students and parents about 

SOR? 

16. What has been the general response from students and families about SOR? 

 

Planning and Practice: 

17. How has the implementation of SOR affected your teaching and planning? 

18. In terms of your curriculum materials, which parts do you find effective components of 

SOR?  
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19. In terms of your curriculum materials, which parts do you find ineffective components of 

SOR? 

20. How do you remain culturally relevant when choosing or utilizing curriculum materials 

that align with SOR? 

21. What types of reading assessments do you use?  

22. Do you have the agency to choose and/or develop these assessments or are they district-

mandated? 
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