


Put your thumb on your chin if you know why the o in got is short, and the o in go is 
long. Or why the first vowel in the word program is long, while the first vowel in the 
word subject is short. 



Last spring I attended my first Reading Horizons training, where I found out that, 
according to phonetic skill #1, the o in got is short because when one guardian 
consonant--and nothing more--follows the vowel, the vowel will be short (as in red 
and jam). And according to phonetic skill #3, the o in go is long because when a 
vowel stands alone, it will be long (as in so and he).  



We then learned how the decoding skills determine how each word is syllabicated. 
For example, in the word program the first syllable is pro because if there is only one 
guardian consonant following the vowel, that consonant will move on to the next 
syllable.   The phonetic skills determine the spellings of each syllable, so we’ll use 
phonetic skill #3 to determine that the o in pro is long. In the word subject, the first 
syllable is sub because of decoding skill #2 which states that when a vowel is 
followed by two guardian consonants, the consonants will split. Then following 
phonetic skill #1 we can determine that the u in sub is short. 
But more significantly we learned that 84-86% of English spelling follows rules such 
as these that can be explicitly taught. How could I possibly be an effective teacher of 
reading and writing if I didn’t know all of these rules? 



We also learned that a large percentage of children, approximately 70% but that 
number is unconfirmed, learn to read regardless of method or curriculum. So in my 
critical and reflective teaching mind I thought, “that means if approximately 70% of my 
class is on grade level, I’m doing nothing exceptional. How can I be an exceptional 
teacher so that my struggling readers can succeed as well? 



And that is where our school’s problem and our passion comes in. Since before the 
time that I myself was a student at the school I now teach at, that smaller group of 
struggling readers has been disproportionately comprised of African American and 
Latino children. As this data report from this school year shows, 16% of our white 
students scored below grade level on the SRI, a test of reading, as opposed to 74% 
of Latino students and 56% of African American students. Only in the last several 
years have we taken this on as our mission--to reach these children and give them 
what they need to succeed, because we know they can.  



Several years ago, while we were beginning to grapple directly with our achievement 
gap, there was also a bigger pot brewing, and that was the beginning of the move 
away from Open Court, No Child Left Behind, whole class, highly scripted, highly 
impersonalized curriculum and teaching methods. Redwood Heights was right up at 
the forefront of this pedagogical shift. We began experimenting with (while more 
veteran teachers were reviving on new terms) rotational models and what is now 
termed Balanced Literacy. We sought out resources and methods. The district got on 
board as well and started buying materials and teacher trainings. Oakland teachers 
now use, for example Lucy Calkins’ Units of Study for Reading and Writing. Teachers 
College Reading and Writing Project came  to Oakland schools over the summers, 
and the district even sent a small group of lead teachers and coaches--including 
myself--to the official week-long training at Columbia University in New York. 



As we learned about and implemented the six components of a balanced literacy 
approach, we found that we were equipped to teach most of the components. 
Reading and Writing Workshop were going extremely well. And we were learning how 
to do shared reading and interactive read alouds, interactive writing and shared 
writing. We had good formative reading assessments and were developing our 
abilities to use the data to inform instruction. We were teaching kids how to think 
critically within, beyond, and about their texts, self-monitor and self-correct while 
reading, persevere through hard words, and revise and edit their writing rich in genre-
specific skills. But another problem arose. We were falling down in one area: WORD 
STUDY. It repeatedly surfaced at our weekly professional development meetings and 
teacher leader meetings, on our assessment data reports, and in our day-to-day 
planning, where we were struggling haphazardly to pull resources together. We 
started to worry that we were letting the pedagogical pendulum swing too far in the 
opposite direction of Open Court, with the fear that scripted curriculum would be 
imposed on us and our young students once again. To find that middle ground we 
HAD to make sure we were teaching phonics--the nuts and bolts of written language--
ESPECIALLY to those struggling readers, those children whose minds were brimming 
with stories to tell that contained words too hard to write, who were thirsty for high 
quality children’s literature that contained words too hard to read. 



Then we got word of this program called Reading Horizons which the principal of 
neighboring Hillcrest Elementary was raving about. She generously invited us to the 
first training, which brings my story back to my enlightening experience learning about 
the inner workings of English phonics. Late last school year, after our first Reading 
Horizons training, I began attending more of my school’s PTA meetings, writing letters 
to the PTA Board and Dad’s Club, professionally begging for funding to purchase the 
program. We were positive that Reading Horizons, a high quality word study program, 
would be a key piece in our puzzle to giving all our readers what they needed to 
succeed, and thus helping to close our achievement gap. 



At the beginning of the summer our Instructional Leadership Team attended a 
planning retreat organized by the district. We were led through one planning process 
I’ll never forget: while we sat on a deck at the conference grounds, under cypress 
trees and overlooking the Pacific Ocean, we grappled to define our Big Rocks for the 
upcoming school year. Our non-negotiables. The challenges we wanted solved. 
[READ BIG ROCKS] We had developed these “whats” but didn’t yet have the “hows.” 
Finally, at the end of last summer, after much debate about funding priorities, the PTA 
Board voted and agreed to fund Reading Horizons curriculum kits for K-3 and the 
software program for grades K-1, to start.  
And half way through this school year we won the $100,000 Next Generation 
Learning Challenges planning grant to further support and give shape to our dreams 
to use innovation, creativity, and technological tools to close our achievement gap.  



We were finally able to add the “how” to our “what” to create a complete SMART goal, 
a path to success. [READ GOAL] 



Finally, for the first time in years, my young students have high quality, systematic, 
explicit, and sequential, multisensory instruction for the building blocks of reading and 
writing. Finally, we have something comprehensive to help struggling readers. 



So what does this all look like? In my classroom, Kindergartners are engaged in 
BLENDED literacy and math instruction throughout the day. For example, [animate/
explain] 



In the morning we start off with math rotation. The class is divided into thirds. One 
group works on iPad minis doing ST Math--an incredible, mastery-based software 
program that teaches both conceptual and algorithmic math skills without the use of 
language. The second group is engaged in an activity that meets a learning target for 
our current math unit. The third group is usually with me receiving direct instruction, 
completing an activity that needs a high level of scaffolding--like a new concept, or 
solving word problems and discussing solutions. My students then go to snack and 
recess.  



After recess we begin our literacy rotation. The students rotate through three learning 
experiences, with 20-25 minutes for each one. The class is divided into three 
homogenous groups and rotate to activities based on need. The groupings are 
flexible and change when assessments show that a student has new needs. 
Circles: Ind & partner reading, Reading Horizons software, word study (Reading 
Horizons extended activities, Reading Horizons practice pages, and activities from 
various other sources) 
Squares: Word study (different than circles), independent and partner reading, 
reading horizons software 
Triangles: Reading Horizons software, writing, independent and partner reading 
 



Here are my students using the Reading Horizons Software to supplement the whole 
class lessons. Using the software, students will either be reviewing material, or 
working ahead. 





Recently I have started video recording myself giving directions or teaching a 
minilesson for a given station on my iPad ahead of time. Then during rotation, the 
children can watch the video at that station immediately before they begin the activity. 
I’ve found many benefits to this practice: 
--frees me up to begin working immediately with a small group, or continue working 
with a small group during the rotation transition 
--children don’t have to sit through directions for a center they will never rotate 
through 
--children hear the directions immediately before completing the activity, as opposed 
to an hour before at the beginning of rotation 
--It is also, I’ve found, a much more efficient use of time for everyone. The first time I 
recorded such a video I played it back to myself and was astounded to note that it 
was a mere 3 minutes and 4 seconds long. Any teacher will tell you that it will take 
significantly longer than 3 minutes 4 seconds to give complex, multi-step directions to 
a group of 27 wiggly five-year-olds.  
My dream for expanding this practice is for students to be able to take out their own 
ipad, watch the video and listen to the directions on headphones as they move 
through the rotations at their own pace.  
Before starting to go blended, I never would have thought of the iPad as chance to 
clone myself. We always tell the children: there are 27 of you and only one of me.  



While the students are working independently during Literacy Rotation (with the help 
of a teaching assistant and the incentive of possibly receiving that day’s “Most 
Independent Learner” award) I work with small groups or individuals. 
These lessons are highly personalized. I do Fountas and Pinnell’s Leveled Literacy 
Intervention, Reading Horizons intervention lessons, guided reading lessons, 
interactive writing lessons, shared reading, conferring with readers one-on-one, or 
conducting one of a myriad of assessments (including, for example, the Reading 
Horizons skill checks) that help inform what each child does during this center time.  



After lunch the work continues. I will give a whole-group Reading Horizons lesson on 
a new letter, sound, blend, digraph, or phonetic skill. Then we’ll have story time, then 
afternoon recess. Then the children have Activity Time, a time to engage in a 
productive play activity of their choice, including blocks, puppet theater, legos, 
beading, art, or time on iPads to enjoy an educational app of their choice. 



As a school relatively new to blended learning, we are forging new ground everyday. I 
have redesigned my literacy rotation system countless times this school year, each 
iteration building and improving upon the last. 
Next week, for example, I will increase the number of stations that are part of the 
rotation from 3 for each group to 6. The new stations are: 

1.  Writing Workshop, at the beginning of which students will watch the 
minilesson on an iPad. 

2. Word Study app center where students will choose from a variety of carefully 
chosen phonics games and activity apps (several developed by Reading Horizons) 
3. A highly improved version of a listening center where children can read/watch/listen 
to ebooks.  



This school year is my first year integrating technology into daily instruction. We don’t 
have very much data yet, but anecdotally I can tell you that the children are happy. 
They love using technology (on their student of the week posters 22 of 27 children 
said going on the iPads was their favorite thing to do at school) because it’s engaging 
and fun. They get to work at their own pace and are given time to master each skill 
before moving on. In addition, the availability of technology to all children at school 
can help to level the playing field. Children who don’t have devices at home get to use 
them in school and build skills necessary to simply use the technology. Children who 
do use technology at home primarily use iPads and smart phones. When they enter 
Kindergarten they have an opportunity to begin to get proficient at using laptops: a 
tracking pad, keyboard, web browser, scroll bar, cursor, etc, skills they will need in 3rd 
grade when it comes time to take the new state assessments online, as well as, more 
importantly, for college and career readiness. I have personally loved the blended 
learning rotational model. I have used learning centers for years, but never so 
systematically and for such a significant part of the day, and never with the help of 
technology until this year. A first grade teacher at my school said that with all the small 
group and one-on-one work, she has never felt so connected to each child. We think 
about each child, look at their data, and provide them the learning experiences they 
need. In using a personalized approach we get to know each child on a deeper level 
and have a better sense of where they are, how they learn, and what they need to 
succeed. 



This school year is also our first year implementing Reading Horizons in grades K-2. 
Each year we use the data from the Core Phonics Survey Reading Assessment to 
assess and monitor our students’ acquisition of letters and sounds. I recently 
compared the progress my students made last year with that of the students in this 
year’s class. This is not a controlled study and I don’t know if the difference in 
progress is statistically significant, but I did find that my students in this year’s class 
showed more progress from the beginning of the year to March than last year’s 
students.  
Also, data from the Fountas and Pinnell Benchmark Reading Assessment shows that 
as the end of this April I have six students who are reading below grade level (three of 
whom I expect to reach benchmark), compared with ten students reading below 
grade level at the end of last year.  



In addition, when my students started writing this year, about eight weeks after daily 
Reading Horizons instruction began, I was astounded at the ease and confidence 
with which they started writing. For the first time in my eight years of teaching, the 
children were developing their writing skills even faster than their reading skills. I 
attribute this to the encoding work done daily with the Reading Horizons whole-group 
lessons. This is what one Kindergartner wrote during our personal narrative unit 
[read]. And this is a three page book another student wrote during our informational 
unit. [read] 




