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Scientifically-Based Reading Instruction and Intervention

The purpose of this section of the toolkit is to discuss the importance of using a
structured literacy approach that is based in the science of reading and to compare this
approach to a balanced literacy approach.

What is Structured Literacy?

Structured literacy is a scientifically-based approach to reading instruction
recommended by the International Dyslexia Association for struggling readers and
individuals with dyslexia’2. It is supported by research from practice guides by the
Institute of Education Sciences and high-quality reviews of intervention research34°8. In
a structured approach to literacy instruction, the components of language (i.e.,
phonology, sound-symbol association, syllables, morphology, syntax, and semantics)
are taught to students using an explicit, systematic method that incorporates diagnostics
teaching and cumulative review'%”. This approach does not require students to guess
or imply what the teacher is trying to teach. It is highly interactive and includes frequent
teacher-student interactions where students receive meaningful feedback.

The Components of Language Emphasized in Structured Literacy

Each of the six major components of language are described below'278:

e Phonology —the sound structure of a spoken language; includes phonemic
awareness — the ability to distinguish, blend, segment, and manipulate individual
sounds (phonemes) in words

e Sound-Symbol Recognition — how sounds (phonemes) map to letters
(graphemes); also referred to as letter-sound correspondences, sound-symbol
correspondences, phoneme-grapheme correspondences; leads to the
development of the alphabetic principle — the knowledge that letters represent
sounds

e Syllables — knowledge of the six syllable types and syllable division patterns;
leads to advanced word-reading skills beyond sound-symbol recognition

e Morphology — understanding that words are made up of morphemes — the
smallest unit of meaning in a word; includes prefixes, suffixes, roots, base words,
combining forms; leads to the development of advanced single- and multi-
syllable word reading and with academic vocabulary

e Syntax — grammar, sentence structure, and mechanics in sentences; supports
effective communication through oral and written language

e Semantics — meanings of words and phrases; includes oral and written
vocabulary (expressive and receptive)
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Key Features of Structured Literacy Instruction

There are several key features of lessons that incorporate a structured literacy
approach'27:
1. Explicit teaching (including modeling and appropriate practice) of all language
components
2. Skills are broken down into small, applicable chunks
3. Lessons are systematic and sequential — in other words, each lesson builds on
previous skills and is taught in a logical order that considers prerequisites
4. Lesson goals are clearly stated to students
5. Skills are taught and practiced in isolation before they are practiced in decodable
texts (e.g., students practice sounding out Consonant-Vowel-Consonant words in
a list before they read these words in a decodable story)
6. Decodable texts (texts in which the majority of words can be sounded out) are
used to provide students with additional word-reading practice.
7. Previously learned and mastered skills are reviewed frequently (i.e., cumulative
review); these reviews lead students to develop automaticity necessary for fluent
text reading

The Problem with Balanced Literacy Approaches

Balanced approaches to literacy instruction often go by various names, such as
traditional or typical reading instruction, whole-language, Four Blocks, Reading
Recovery, and Guided Reading’. These approaches often incorporate practices that do
not directly teach students specific skills; instead, they rely on more implicit activities
where students are expected to infer different reading skills. Students spend a lot of
class time working with partners or independently to practice reading skills”. Although
balanced literacy approaches incorporate some practices that align with the science of
reading, they do not meet the needs of students who require explicit systematic
instruction, including students who are “at risk” or “at some risk” or exhibit the
characteristics of dyslexia’®.

Balanced literacy approaches are typically based in the whole language theory of
reading and three-cueing system. These approaches emphasize meaning-based
instruction and the belief that readers use cues (e.g., semantic, syntactic, and
graphophonic) to pronounce words'®. For example, when a student comes to an
unknown word, he/she may be asked: Does it make sense? Does it sound right? Does it
look right? In programs that are based in balanced literacy, students are asked to use
these cues to read unknown words and they read predictable, leveled, or trade books
instead of decodable books’. These predictable and leveled texts have many pictures,
and teachers direct students to look at these pictures to read unknown words.
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Additionally, critical phonemic awareness and phonics skills may be taught, but are
rarely done so in an explicit, systematic, or sequential manner’.

Structured Literacy versus Balanced Literacy

Many resources exist that explain the differences between structured literacy and
balanced literacy. Due to copyright laws, these resources cannot be reproduced in this
toolkit; however, we have linked these resources in the Scientifically-Based Reading
Instruction and Intervention Resources section of this toolkit.
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