
 

Journal of Educational Leadership and Policy Studies (JELPS) Volume 9 Fall 2025 Issue                                  1 

 

 

Still Choosing Blindly: Comparing Core Reading 

Instruction Policy and Practice 

 

1Rachel Brown-Chidsey 
2Sara M. Flanagan 
3Shaelyn Drypolcher 

Abstract 

Recent U.S. education policies require that public schools utilize evidence-based practices (EBP) 

for instruction and intervention. These requirements coincide with the development of multi-tiered 

systems of support (MTSS) as a practice that offers timely interventions for students not meeting 

grade-level goals. Within an MTSS, Tier 1 core instruction is provided for all students in the 

general education classroom and serves as the foundation of other supports. This study examined 

whether the Tier 1 core reading instruction in elementary schools met the standards for EBP 

included in the Every Student Succeeds Act. Results and implications for school leaders are 

discussed. 
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Still Choosing Blindly? Comparing Core Reading Instruction Policy and Practice 

 U.S. education policies over the last two decades have brought increasing focus on the 

importance of using instructional materials and methods with prior research showing evidence that 

indicates positive outcomes for students (Lemons et al., 2014; Slavin, 2020). Such practices are 

often referred to as evidence-based practices (EBP). Many of the policies that recommend or 

require EBP incorporate a multi-tiered system of supports (MTSS) which is designed to provide 

students who are struggling to meet the expected learning outcomes with timely supplemental 

instruction so that they can overcome learning gaps and catch up to grade level goals. An MTSS 

is typically organized into three tiers of increasingly intensive intervention, with Tier 1 being the 

general education curriculum. Tiers 2 and 3 provide supplemental intervention that is aligned with 

Tier 1 core instruction. An important focus of instruction at all three tiers is that the materials and 

methods be evidence-based (EB) (Center on Multi-Tiered System of Supports [Center on MTSS], 

2024).  

The Evolution of Evidence-Based Practices in Education 

 There is ample research to document how the instructional materials teachers use have a 

significant effect on student learning (Arden et al., 2017; Chingos & Whithurst, 2012; Fien et al., 

2021), but the term EBP did not originate in education. EBP have been widely used across many 

disciplines – especially health care -- in recent decades (Lemons et al., 2014; Slavin, 2020). 

Starting in the late 1990s, there has been much greater attention to EBP in education (Allen & 

Oades, 2021). A key moment in these efforts in the U.S. was the 2001 No Child Left Behind Act 

(NCLB), which included targeted grants to support effective core reading instruction. These grants 

– known by the name Reading First – provided funds for the purchase of scientifically-based core 

reading instruction materials (Gamse et al., 2008). Concurrent with implementation of the Reading 

First grants from 2002-2007, the U.S. Congress reauthorized the Individuals with Disabilities 

Education Act (IDEA) in 2004. The revisions to the IDEA included specific reference to response 

to intervention (RTI) as one optional component of the process for identifying a specific learning 

disability (Individuals with Disabilities Act, 2004). In the resulting years, schools embraced RTI, 

eventually expanding the practices into what is most often now called a multi-tiered system of 

supports (MTSS). A key component of both RTI and MTSS is the use of EBP for the Tier 1 core 

instruction (Center on MTSS, 2024).  

 The rationale for Tier 1 as the starting point for student support is that, when all students 

have access to effective general education instruction, the number who will need additional support 

will be low. In the case of reading instruction, effective Tier 1 instruction ensures that all students 

have a strong foundation on which supplemental supports can be built, when needed. The growth 

of MTSS practices in schools has contributed to more attention to the specific instructional 

practices within each tier, including Tier 1 (Kurz et al., 2015; Mellard et al., 2010). Some studies 

of the effects of Tier 1 instruction have suggested a need for more information about the materials 

and methods being used (Chingos & Whitehurst, 2012; Jefferson et al., 2017). In a comprehensive 

review of available research about the most widely adopted core instruction programs, Chingos 

and Whitehurst (2012) concluded that the lack of information about the evidence behind core 

instruction programs meant that educators were “choosing blindly” when they selected core 

instructional materials.  
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What the Core Should Include 

 In their explanation of Tier 1 core programming, the Center on MTSS (2024, Core 

Programming at Tier 1 section) notes that, “[c]ore programming at Tier 1 includes academic, 

social, emotional, and behavioral curriculum, instruction, and supports aligned to grade-level 

standards and student needs.” Additionally, the Center on MTSS points out that, “[c]onsistency in 

the use of EB practices and supports is essential for collective efficacy at Tier 1. Effective Tier 1 

ensures positive school climate and conditions for learning.” Their explanation notes the 

importance of EBP and suggests that educators who select Tier 1 materials need to know if the 

materials have evidence of effectiveness.  

The NCLB Act anticipated a need for information about the effectiveness of instructional 

materials and included funding for the What Works Clearinghouse (WWC; U.S. Department of 

Education, n.d.). This online resource provides reviews of instructional materials for all MTSS 

tiers of support, including Tier 1. In addition, the WWC provides practice guides that synthesize 

research about the most effective instructional practices for specific grade levels and content areas. 

The focus of WWC reviews is to document findings from peer-reviewed research about 

instructional materials and practices so that educators can select the most effective methods (U.S. 

Department of Education, n.d.). 

 There are other organizations that also provide reviews of instructional materials and 

methods. Johns Hopkins University School of Education’s Center for Research and Reform in 

Education sponsors a website entitled the Best Evidence Encyclopedia (BEE). This site focuses on 

gathering meta-analyses related to teaching practices across disciplines (Best Evidence 

Encyclopedia, n.d.).  In 2015, the ESEA was revised again and retitled the Every Student Succeeds 

Act (ESSA). An important addition to this version included definitions of the evidence required 

for instructional materials purchased through ESSA funds (Every Student Succeeds Act, 2015). 

ESSA defines four types of evidence to support adopted instructional practices: (a) strong, (b) 

moderate, (c) promising, and (d) information based on prior research findings. Each of these 

evidence types is linked with a specific type of research design, with “strong” evidence suggesting 

more compelling evidence than the other types. After the passage of the ESSA, researchers at 

Johns Hopkins University developed a new companion website for the BEE known as Evidence 

for ESSA (EfE) which provides ratings of core instruction materials using the four ESSA rating 

categories (Center for Reform and Evidence in Education, 2024). 

 Both NCLB and ESSA emphasized the importance of research evidence in the selection of 

the instructional materials used for Tier 1 universal teaching. Still, not all researchers advocate for 

the use of EBP at Tier 1. For example, Fuchs et al. (2015) noted the distinction that, “Tier 1 

programs are designed using instructional principles derived from research; they are not typically 

validated by research" (p.3), which is at odds with the ESSA requirements. Yet, it is very difficult 

to conduct high-quality research on the effects of materials designed for Tier 1 core instruction 

because it is not ethical to have a true experimental control group of students that does not receive 

instruction. In an effort to assist schools in selecting and using the most effective instructional 

materials the WWC and other websites have provided information about the evidence for the 

published general education materials. Another effort to support the use of EBP in Tier 1 
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classrooms include “nesting” interventions typically used in Tiers 2 and 3 and using them as part 

of Tier 1 core instruction (Jones et al., 2012). In order to document practices Kurz et al. (2015) 

recommended that teachers monitor their use of the most effective instructional practices with 

daily logs. 

Despite these supports, research suggests that EBP are  not in place in all schools (Al Otaiba 

et al., 2024).  Providing EB core instruction involves many steps such as convening a committee 

to review features of EB instruction and then using these indicators when reviewing available 

materials. And, despite the importance of the Tier 1 selection decisions, there is very little research 

regarding how core materials are selected and what ones are in use. Nonetheless, whether the Tier 

1 core instruction is research-informed or evidence-based, findings indicate that the quality of Tier 

1 core reading instruction influences the strength and outcomes of an MTSS (Jefferson et al., 2017; 

Jones et al., 2012). 

Research about Core Instruction 

 Most prior research on Tier 1 core instruction has focused on student reading outcomes. Al 

Otaiba and Fuchs (2006) found that students who responded well to a peer-tutoring intervention 

for reading in kindergarten and first grade maintained their skills and were on grade level in third 

grade. A later study (Al Otaiba et al., 2011) that included intervention only in kindergarten showed 

that the outcomes did not predict first-grade reading performance; this finding suggests that there 

are cumulative effects from EB instruction that influence long-term outcomes. A national study of 

RTI implementation suggested that EB Tier 1 core instruction was essential for effective outcomes 

at all tiers (Arden et al., 2017). Examination of specific Tier 1 core reading instruction practices 

has suggested that explicit and systematic instruction that focuses on letter-sound correspondence 

(i.e., code-emphasis) is one of the most effective components of core reading instruction (Smith et 

al., 2016). Another powerful practice is providing students with ample opportunities to respond 

(OTR) so that they master the sounds that match letters in words (Cuticelli et al., 2016).  

The benefits of EBP Tier 1 instruction have been observed through improvements in all 

reading subskills, including phonemic awareness (Gillon et al., 2023), decoding (Fien et al, 2021), 

fluency (Jefferson et al., 2017), vocabulary (Foorman et al., 2018), and comprehension (Swanson 

et al., 2017). Student benefits from EBP Tier 1 reading instruction are found across all grade levels, 

including elementary (Al Otaiba et al., 2011; Foreman et al., 2018), middle school (Marlowe, 

2021), and high school (Fisher & Frey, 2013) as well as for students who are culturally and 

linguistically diverse (Gonzalez et al., 2022). Using EBP at Tier 1 improved outcomes for students 

with individualized education programs (IEP; Choi et al., 2020) and for those with dyslexia 

(Shanahan, 2023). Given that using EBP for Tier 1 core instruction appears to benefit all students, 

it would seem that such practices should be in place in all schools. Other evidence suggests that 

while we know that certain types of reading instruction (e.g., code-emphasis, explicit, systematic, 

and with ample opportunities for students to respond) are the most effective for all students, these 

practices are not in place universally.  

A recent study compared the reading instruction provided in Tier 1 with that provided in 

Tier 3 (Al Otaiba et al., 2024) and found that Tier 1 instruction included primarily practices related 



 

Journal of Educational Leadership and Policy Studies (JELPS) Volume 9 Fall 2025 Issue                                  5 

 

to students identifying the meaning of whole words through context (i.e., meaning-emphasis). In 

the same study, the researchers observed higher amounts of code-emphasis in Tier 3 (Al Otaiba et 

al., 2024). These findings are concerning given the strong evidence that code-emphasis instruction 

should be a foundation of Tier 1 core reading instruction (National Institute of Child Health and 

Human Development, 2000) and might be due to gaps in teacher preparation and practice.  For 

example, a study by Seminerio (2023) revealed that although classroom teachers reported 

understanding the basic features of Tier 1 core instruction, they did not indicate knowledge of 

details such as the importance of research evidence when selecting materials.  

 It is also clear that school and district leaders play a critical role in effective MTSS 

implementation (Choi et al., 2019; Eagle et al., 2015). Implementing an effective MTSS is a long 

process that requires all school staff to collaborate (Brown-Chidsey & Wilkinson, 2026). One of 

the factors that contribute to the success or failure of an MTSS is implementation fidelity. Notably, 

Scott et al. (2019) found a relationship between positive student outcomes and the level of fidelity 

in MTSS implementation and school leaders play an essential role in ensuring implementation 

fidelity (Freeman et al., 2015). Many schools and districts have benefited from technical assistance 

provided by federally funded national centers, such as the Schoolwide Integrated Framework for 

Transformation (SWIFT) Center. Nonetheless, analysis of data collected by SWIFT staff during 

their work with schools showed that while long-term technical support was an effective method 

for improving leadership for MTSS implementation there were weaker effects on MTSS practices 

(Choi et al., 2019). At the same time, there is other evidence suggesting that examining and 

focusing on changing educator beliefs can improve MTSS implementation (Cook et al., 2015).  

Prior research clearly indicates that certain types of Tier 1 core reading instruction lead to 

stronger student outcomes (Arden et al., 2017; National Institute of Child Health and Human 

Development, 2000; The Reading League, 2020) and that school leaders appear to play an 

important role in fostering the selection and implementation of effective core instruction practices 

(Cook et al, 2015). Still, very little research had investigated the intersection of school leadership 

and reading instruction practices within an MTSS framework. In order to compare school leaders’ 

self-perceptions of MTSS reading practices with the reading instruction in their buildings, this 

study surveyed elementary school leaders to answer the following questions: 

1. What are school leaders’ self-ratings of MTSS knowledge and skills for reading? 

2. How do school leaders rate their implementation of each tier of an MTSS for reading? 

3. What participants and processes were used to select Tier 1 core reading instruction 

materials for kindergarten through grade 5? 

4. What Tier 1 core instructional materials are being used in kindergarten through grade 5 

classrooms? 

5. Are the adopted materials designed for Tier 1 core instruction and evidence-based?  

 

Method 

 The findings reported here were drawn from a survey of school leaders’ knowledge and 

skills for implementing MTSS practices in both reading and math, summarized in Lech et al. 

(2024).  This article focuses on MTSS and specific Tier 1 core instruction for reading.  
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Participants 

 The study participants included school leaders, including superintendents, curriculum 

coordinators, principals, assistant principals, reading specialists, and instructional coaches 

working in schools enrolling students in kindergarten through grade 5 in one northeastern state. 

Emails for the participants were obtained from a public database maintained by the state’s 

Department of Education. The survey was sent via the secure Qualtrics survey platform to 822 

individual email addresses. There were 5 failed messages, and 99 messages were rejected by the 

host email server.  Distribution data indicated that 718 survey invitations were successfully 

delivered. A total of 105 participants completed the MTSS and reading-related items., yielding a 

response rate of 15%. All study procedures were reviewed and approved by a university 

institutional review board.  

Instrument 

 A 30-item survey that included questions related to expertise with MTSS, as well as reading 

and math Tier 1 core instruction practices, was developed for this study and is available from the 

first author. The 13 survey items related to MTSS expertise and reading instruction were used to 

answer the above questions. There were three demographic items related to the participants’ 

current position, years of experience, and the number of students in their school. The state where 

the study was conducted has a small and very rural population compared with the entire U.S. 

Additionally, the organization of schools in the state includes many very small districts with fewer 

than 500 students enrolled. For this reason, in order to protect participant anonymity, the survey 

did not include items related to participant race and gender. The next section of the survey began 

with the definition of MTSS from the Center on MTSS (2024) as an anchor for participants’ 

answers to the remaining questions. This definition was followed by five items that related to 

participants’ use and expertise with reading MTSS methods. The final section of the survey 

included five items related to the type of Tier 1 core reading instruction materials in the 

participants’ schools and how they were selected. 

Procedures 

 Emails were sent via Qualtrics to all available addresses at the beginning of the second 

week of October 2024. Reminders were sent to the same email addresses on the following three 

Mondays, and the survey was closed after four weeks. The anonymous survey responses were 

downloaded into a Google Sheets file. The data were checked to determine how many participants 

completed the entire survey. Descriptive statistics were used to analyze the participants’ 

backgrounds, MTSS expertise and usage, methods for selecting core reading instruction materials, 

and priorities when selecting materials. The items related to the reported strength of tiered reading 

supports were grouped for comparison across tiers.  

The reported Tier 1 core instructional materials were analyzed in three distinct ways: (a) 

whether the named material was intended for universal core reading instruction, (b) what, if any, 

evidence ratings were available from the Best Evidence Encyclopedia (BEE), Evidence for ESSA 

(EfE), and the What Works Clearinghouse (WWC), and (c) were there any peer-reviewed research 

articles related to the materials. For this part of the analysis, the reported names of the Tier 1 core 

reading instruction materials (i.e., programs) were entered into a separate spreadsheet. To 
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determine if the reported materials were intended for Tier 1 core reading instruction, the first and 

third authors each independently searched for the publisher’s website. If a specific product website 

was located, it was reviewed to determine if the product was developed and intended for Tier 1 

general education core reading instruction. All materials were coded as either “core” or “not core” 

and the first and third authors’ ratings were compared. All ratings were the same, indicating 100% 

inter-observer agreement. For those materials coded as “not core” no additional analysis was 

conducted. 

The second analysis of the reported materials involved looking up each of the products in 

the websites for BEE, EfE, and WWC. The first and second authors independently looked for each 

of the identified core products at all three websites and recorded whether a product review was 

available, and the specific rating. The ratings were compared and demonstrated 100% agreement. 

The third analysis involved searching for any peer-reviewed published research articles about the 

identified core programs. The first and third authors used a university library article database to 

search for each product by name. If no articles were found by name, additional search terms based 

on variations of the name (i.e., searching for each part of a product name separately) were entered. 

All identified articles were then downloaded and read to confirm whether they involved research 

about the specific core instruction program. The combined results from the three different 

materials review steps were then compared to identify what types of evidence were available 

regarding the reported Tier 1 core reading programs. 

Findings 

 Demographic data are shown in Table 1. A total of 34 principals and 11 assistant principals 

completed the survey; curriculum coordinators were the second largest subgroup (n = 17). The 

participants were a very experienced group, with 50 reporting 26 or more years of experience in 

education. There was a somewhat bimodal distribution of the district sizes represented. The largest 

number of participants (n = 55) worked in districts with 1,000 or more students. The second-largest 

group (n = 30) worked in districts with 101 to 500 students.  

Table 2 summarizes the answers to survey items regarding participants’ knowledge about 

an MTSS, whether their district used an MTSS for reading, and how the participants categorized 

the type of Tier 1 core reading program in use. The participants reported a roughly even split 

between average (n = 46) and very strong (n = 49) MTSS knowledge and skills. Most participants 

(n = 98) indicated that they were using an MTSS to support students’ reading development. There 

were four options for the type of Tier 1 core reading program in use, including (a) evidence-based 

published program, (b) published program, (c) combination of materials across different programs, 

and (d) teacher-created materials.  The most common type of core reading program reported was 

a combination of materials from different programs (n = 41). Evidence-based (EB) reading 

programs were the second most reported type (n = 38). Ten participants indicated that the core 

reading program was a comprehensive program but not evidence-based, and eight participants 

indicated that the core program consisted of teacher-made materials. Participants were also asked 

to rate the strength of each tier of reading supports as “weak,” “fair,” “good,” or “excellent” (see 

Figure 1). Overall, participants indicated that all three tiers were “good,” with Tier 1 obtaining the  
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Table 1 

Participant Demographics 

Participants Number Percent* 

Position (n = 105)   

Superintendent 7 7 

Curriculum Coordinator 17 16 

Principal 34 32 

Assistant Principal 11 11 

Instructional Coach 9 9 

Reading Specialist 14 13 

Other 13 12 

Years of Experience (n = 105)   

0 – 5 0 0 

6 – 10 1 1 

11 – 15 12 11 

16 – 20 18 17 

21 – 25 24 23 

26 or more 50 48 

Number of Students (n = 105)   

Less than 100 3 3 

101 – 500 30 29 

501 – 999 17 16 

1000 or more 55 52 

*Total may not equal 100% due to rounding 

 

most “good” ratings (55%). The Tier 3 ratings were notable for having more “excellent” (18%) 

and “weak” (12%) ratings than the other tiers.  
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Table 2 
 
Participant Knowledge, Skills, MTSS Utilization, and Type of Tier 1 Core Reading Instruction Materials 

MTSS Knowledge and Skills (n = 101) Number Percent* 

Some MTSS knowledge and skills 6 6 

Average MTSS knowledge and skills 46 46 

Very strong MTSS knowledge and skills 49 49 

MTSS Utilization (n = 101)   

Use MTSS for reading 98 97 

Do not use MTSS for reading 3 3 

Type of Materials (n = 97)   

Evidence-based published reading 

program 

38 39 

Published reading program 10 10 

Combination of materials from multiple 

published programs 

41 42 

Teacher-created materials 8 8 

*Total may not equal 100% due to rounding 

 

Figure 1 

Reported Strength of Reading Tiered Supports 
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The survey responses revealed that the selection of core reading materials was most often 

done by a district-wide (n = 42) or school-wide (n = 34) committee that included classroom 

teachers, special educators, the curriculum coordinator, and others (see Table 3). Only one 

participant reported that a parent served on the core reading materials selection committee. The 

process used by the committee to select core materials was reported to involve multiple methods, 

including a research evidence protocol (n = 41), reading research about the program (n = 46), 

onsite (n = 10) or online (n = 23) presentations by publishers, and use of sample materials by 

teachers in their classrooms (n = 40). One of the survey items asked participants to select the single 

most important factor in selecting a Tier 1 core reading program from five options: (a) research 

evidence, (b) prior experience with the publisher, (c) teacher preference, (d) similarity with prior 

programs used, and (e) other. Fifty-four percent of participants (n = 45) indicated that research 

evidence was the most important factor in the selection of Tier 1 core reading program. Notably, 

“other” was the second most selected factor with 18 (21%). Teacher preference was third with 13 

(16%) and prior experience and similarity both had 4 (5%) each.  

 

Website Reviews 

In an open-ended item, the participants reported the names of the specific Tier 1 core 

reading programs adopted. A total of 40 different core reading programs were reported by 

participants. Of these, 21 were confirmed to be designed and intended for Tier 1 core reading 

instruction. Table 4 provides a summary of the names of verified Tier 1 core reading instruction 

programs and the number of times each one was reported. The table also includes the evidence 

ratings from the BEE, EfE, and WWC as well as citations for research articles that evaluated the 

programs; the full references for these articles are included with the other references.   

The BEE offered evidence information for two of the core programs. It reported that 

research about Journeys showed a small effect size of .14 and for Reading Street it reported an 

effect size of -.03 (Neitzel, et al., 2019). The EfE provided information about the most programs 

and complete evidence details were available for six of the core programs. Three of these showed 

no significant positive results (My View, Reading Street, Wonders) and another three showed 

moderate or strong evidence. It is important to note that the EfE ratings of poor, moderate and 

strong evidence are not based entirely on the effect sizes reported from the studies. The evidence 

ratings take into account many factors from the available research.  For example, Bridge to 

Reading (Heggerty) was reported to have moderate evidence despite an effect size of .16. and 

Journeys was reported to have strong evidence despite an effect size of .14. SIPPS Phonics 

Instruction (Collaborative Classroom) showed moderate evidence with an effect size of .25 

(Evidence for ESSA, 2024). There were nine additional studies listed with EfE that could not be 

rated because they did not include all the information necessary to complete the review. The WWC 

included reviews of two of the core programs (Fundations, Reading Street) and both were reported 

to have uncertain effects (U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National 

Center for Education Evaluation and Regional Assistance, n.d.).  
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Table 3 
 
Reading Instruction Selection Process Participants and Process 

Participant/Process Number Percent* 

Selection participants   

District wide committee 42 40 

School level committee 34 32 

Curriculum coordinator 38 36 

Reading specialist(s) 45 43 

Classroom teacher(s) 35 33 

Special education teacher(s) 17 16 

School psychologist 1 1 

Parent(s) 1 1 

Other 18 17 

Selection process   

Review protocol based on research 

evidence 

41 39 

Decision makers read research articles 

about the programs 

46 43 

Program publishers made on-site 

presentations 

10 9 

Program publishers made online webinar 

presentations 

23 22 

Sample materials were implemented by 

classroom teachers 

40 38 

Other 22 21 

*Total does not add to 100% because some districts selected multiple choices 

 

Peer-Reviewed Research 

A total of seven research articles were located through our independent search for 

published research about the reported core reading programs. The articles included information 

about five of the programs reported by participants: (a) Amplify Core Knowledge Language Arts 

(CKLA), (b) Fountas and Pinnell, (c) Fundations (Wilson Reading), (d) Jolly Phonics, and (e) 

Wonders. The program with the most research articles was Jolly Phonics. There were three  
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Table 4 
 

Verified Tier 1 Core Reading Instruction Program Names, Number, Evidence Ratings, and Identified Research 

Articles 

Program Name n BEE* EfE** WWC*** 
Identified Research 

Article(s) 

Amplify Core Knowledge 

Language Arts 
3 Not reviewed Not reviewed Not reviewed Coggins  (2023) 

Being a Reader  4 Not reviewed Not reviewed Not reviewed  

Being a Writer  2 Not reviewed Not reviewed Not reviewed  

Bridge to Reading 

(Heggerty) 
7 Not reviewed Moderate: .16 Not reviewed  

EL Education 3 Not reviewed 
No studies met inclusion 

criteria 
Not reviewed  

Fountas and Pinnell 10 Not reviewed Not reviewed Not reviewed 
Fountas & Pinnell 

(2012)  

Fundations (Wilson 

Reading) 
4 Not reviewed 

No studies met inclusion 

criteria 
Uncertain effects 

Brown-Chidsey & Goss 

(2012)  

Into Reading 2 Not reviewed 
No studies met inclusion 

criteria 
Not reviewed  

Jolly Phonics 3    

Almansoori et al.  

(2024); Ariati et al. 

(2018); Shawaqfeh 

(2024)  

Journeys 2 0.14 Strong: .14 Not reviewed  

Literacy Footprints 1 Not reviewed Not reviewed Not reviewed  

Making Meaning  2 Not reviewed 
No studies met inclusion 

criteria 
Not reviewed 

 

 

My Perspectives (Savvas) 1 Not reviewed 
No studies met inclusion 

criteria 
Not reviewed  

My View (Savvas) 2 Not reviewed 
Qualifying studies found no 

significant positive results. 
Not reviewed  

Phonics to Reading  5 Not reviewed Not reviewed Not reviewed  

Reading Street 3 -0.03 
Qualifying studies found no 

significant positive results. 
Uncertain effects  

Really Great Reading 1 Not reviewed 
No studies met inclusion 

criteria 
Not reviewed  

SIPPS Phonics 

Instruction  
2 Not reviewed Moderate: .25 Not reviewed  

Study Sync 1 Not reviewed 
No studies met inclusion 

criteria 
Not reviewed  

Units of Study in Reading 18 Not reviewed 
No studies met inclusion 

criteria 
Not reviewed 

 

 

University of Florida 

Literacy Institute 
10 Not reviewed 

No studies met inclusion 

criteria 
Not reviewed  

Wit and Wisdom 2 Not reviewed Not reviewed Not reviewed  

Wonders 2 Not reviewed 
Qualifying studies found no 

significant positive results. 
Not reviewed Jaeger (2019).  

*Best Evidence Encyclopedia; **Evidence for ESSA; ***What Works Clearinghouse 

 

 

https://doi.org/10.37291/2717638X.202451299
https://doi.org/10.37291/2717638X.202451299
https://doi.org/10.1051/shsconf/20184200032
https://doi.org/10.1051/shsconf/20184200032
https://doi.org/10.17507/jltr.1502.09
https://doi.org/10.17507/jltr.1502.09
https://doi.org/10.1080/00220272.2018.1504119
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international peer-reviewed studies that reported Jolly Phonics led to student reading 

improvements. Two of the studies were qualitative (Ariati et al., 2018; Shawaqfeh, 2024) and one 

used a quasi-experimental quantitative design (Almansoori et al., 2024). In the qualitative articles, 

the conclusion that Jolly Phonics was effective for teaching students to read English was based on 

researcher judgment. The findings in the quantitative study were based on comparison of student 

reading scores between the Jolly Phonics and control groups. Notably, all three studies included 

students learning English as an additional language. There was one peer-reviewed study that 

included CKLA (Coggins, 2023). This was an experimental study in which CKLA was the control 

group instruction and the results showed that the students using a program entitled Readable 

English – one not reported as used by this study’s participants – outperformed the control students.  

There was a peer-reviewed article about the Fountas and Pinnell reading program written 

by the program authors (Fountas & Pinnell, 2012). This article described the components of a 

guided reading lesson but did not report results of any research that examined or compared student 

reading outcomes from the Fountas and Pinnell program. A study by Brown-Chidsey & Goss 

(2012) used a single-case design case study method to compare outcomes from Reading Mastery, 

a program not reported in use by this study’s participants, with Fundations. The results favored 

Reading Mastery, although varied by student. The final study (Jaeger, 2019) was a content analysis 

of the fourth-grade passages in the Wonders program. This analysis focused on identifying 

common themes, characters, and settings in the passages in relation to the overall message and 

meaning of the texts.  This study did not examine or compare student reading outcomes from the 

Wonders program. 

Discussion 

 This study examined elementary level school leaders’ reported knowledge and practices 

related to using Tier 1 core reading instruction materials within an MTSS. The study methods were 

similar to some of the steps recommended to educators seeking to learn about the evidence for a 

Tier 1 core reading program (Author, 2016; Hughes & Dexter, n.d.). In this study, we checked to 

determine if the reported Tier 1 core reading materials were truly intended for core instruction, 

reviewed the information about the reported materials posted in three independent websites, and 

looked for research articles about the reported materials. Our findings revealed that a highly 

experienced group of school leaders in one state reported strong reading MTSS knowledge and 

skills as well as widespread implementation of tiered supports for reading improvement. The 

findings also suggested that the participants’ schools and districts used a school or district-level 

selection committee with diverse membership to select core reading instruction materials. The 

majority indicated that research evidence in support of the selected core program was the most 

important factor in their selection.  

Despite endorsing research evidence as the most important feature for Tier 1 core reading 

instruction practices, the participants’ answers to other survey questions indicated that evidence-

based materials were not being used for Tier 1 core reading instruction in most of the participating 

schools. Notably, the most common reported type of core reading instruction included a 

combination of materials from multiple published programs. Using materials from multiple 

different publishers and programs is at odds with a strict definition of EBP because the combined 

https://doi.org/10.17507/jltr.1502.09
https://doi.org/10.37291/2717638X.202451299
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materials were not evaluated to determine student learning outcomes. Still, this practice could fit 

within the Fuchs et al. (2014) suggestion that Tier 1 instructional materials need to be research-

referenced if the combination of materials and methods used includes research-validated methods. 

Nonetheless, prior research has found that consistent use of EBP resulted in positive student 

outcomes (Al Otaiba et al., 2006; Arden et al., 2017; Cuticelli et al., 2016).  

When instruction includes content from a combination of EBP and other  practices, it could 

diminish the benefits known to result from exclusive EB instruction (Smith et al., 2016). A 

significant number of the participants in this study (43%) reported that the teachers in their school 

used a combination of materials from different programs. This practice is at odds with the Center 

on MTSS definition of Tier 1 core instruction which requires “consistency in the use of EB 

practices and supports is essential for collective efficacy at Tier 1” (Center on MTSS, 2024, Core 

Programming at Tier 1 section). While the individual components that teachers in this study have 

selected to use in their classrooms might have strong evidence when used within a comprehensive 

core program, the effects on students’ reading skills when used in parts and alongside other 

materials and practices cannot be known.  

A second finding from this study provides a possible reason why teachers use components 

from multiple programs: there was very limited research information available to use when 

reviewing programs. Specifically, it was difficult to find any information or evidence about most 

of the core programs reported to be in use. Despite searching three major national online centers 

that provide reviews of Tier 1 core instructional materials and conducting research article searches, 

information indicating some type of evidence base was located for only eight of the 21 core 

programs. Of the eight programs with information, three showed results indicating limited to poor 

effects (e.g., My View, Wonders, Reading Street) and one (CKLA) was used as a comparison for a 

new instruction method. For the remainder of the reported core programs (n = 13), either no review 

had been conducted, or the available studies did not meet ESSA inclusion criteria. There were four 

core programs for which small positive effects and evidence were found (e.g., Bridge to Reading, 

Journeys, SIPPS Phonics Instruction, and Jolly Phonics). Jolly Phonics had the largest number of 

identified research articles (n = 3) which all reported positive results, but it was not reviewed by 

any of the ratings websites. This might be because it was developed in the U.K. and not as widely 

known in the U.S. These studies included students from schools in the U.A.E., Bali, and Jordan 

who were all learning English as an additional language. Only one of the studies used experimental 

methods that align with ESSA standards (Almoonsoori, 2024).   

Notably, some of the reported findings across the websites we reviewed were inconsistent 

for a specific program. For example, Bridge to Reading (Heggerty) was identified to have positive 

effects by EfE but was not reviewed by BEE or WWC. Similarly, Journeys was found to have 

positive effects at BEE and EfE but was also not reviewed by WWC. Reading Street was reviewed 

by all three sites with different results.  BEE reported a negative effect size of -.03, EfE reported 

that “qualifying studies found no significant positive results” and WWC reported “uncertain 

effects.” The strongest overall effect size for the Tier 1 core materials we reviewed was for SIPPS 

Phonics Instruction (Collaborative Classroom) at 0.25, and marked as having a “moderate” level 

of evidence by EfE but not reviewed by BEE and WWC. This rating is confusing because an effect 
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size of .25 is typically considered “small” and not moderate. We also noticed that although the 

core reading materials published by Fountas and Pinnell did not have any reviews, there was 

information about a Tier 2 intervention program by the same authors on two websites. The EfE 

reported that the Leveled Literacy Intervention (LLI) by Fountas and Pinnell showed strong 

evidence and WWC indicated that LLI met the ESSA standards with reservations. Although LLI 

is not a Tier 1 core reading program, the reported findings at the WWC website use the Fountas 

and Pinnell names in the entry and some educators might think that this is evidence for the Tier 1 

core materials and practices when it is not.  

Policy Implications 

 The lack of available research about core reading instruction programs is concerning 

because it means that educators may face challenges finding the kind of information that both an 

MTSS model and legislation require them to use. The significantly limited amount of evidence 

found for the core programs reported in this study also supports a scenario we observed, where 

educators affirm the importance of evidence-based materials and practices but are not using them 

due to a lack of available evidence. This latter finding is consistent with other recent research such 

as Al Otaiba et al. (2024) who found that evidence-based practices were observed much more often 

in Tier 3 but not as much in Tier 1. Similarly, Jefferson et al. (2017) found benefits from specific 

Tier 1 EB reading instruction that was not observed in a control group. The findings from this 

current study suggest one reason teachers are not uniformly using EB Tier 1 core reading 

instruction is that there is insufficient information and evidence to guide selection of the most 

effective programs.  

The lack of research documenting the effects of core reading programs provides strength 

to the Fuchs et al (2014) suggestion to use research-referenced materials and methods at Tier 1.  If 

there are no studies of the programs that a school is considering, it could be best to use reading 

instruction materials and methods for which strong research evidence exists. For example, using 

materials and methods developed and researched for Tiers 2 and 3 in the general education 

classroom is a way to ensure there EB practices at Tier 1 (Jones et al., 2012; Smith et al., 2016). 

As noted, conducting high-quality experimental research on core reading instruction programs is 

extremely difficult and the Fuchs et al. (2104) suggestion warrants consideration.  At the same 

time, U.S. federal education policy requires using materials documented to be evidence-based 

when funds from certain programs (e.g., Title I) are spent. There appears to be an inherent 

limitation in the policy requirement for EB materials given that so few studies have been 

conducted.   

The lack of adequate research information alongside competing policy requirements puts 

school leaders in a very difficult situation.  They are expected to lead improvement in students’ 

reading skills, but there are few resources to help guide such decisions.  The lack of reliable 

information about whether a program has supporting evidence might explain why the participants 

in this study were using “mix and match” combinations from multiple programs as well as teacher-

created materials.  The leaders in this study clearly believed they were implementing effective 

MTSS practices for reading and utilized team-based approaches to selecting core instruction 

materials. Despite these beliefs and efforts, very few of the selected materials had any research 
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evidence, much less positive effect sizes.  Future policy changes need to consider the feasibility of 

educators having access to the type of research that meets regulatory language. And, beyond 

compliance with regulations, students, teachers, and school leaders need access to more 

comprehensive tools to support the selection of the most effective teaching materials. Without 

more research and specific guidance, educators may still have to “choose blindly” in adopting 

curriculum materials. 

Limitations and Future Research 

 This study’s findings are limited by a very small sample in one state. It is possible that the 

results do not reflect the practices of most educators in this state or in other regions. There might 

be limitations from the survey items which in some cases allowed multiple answers and in others 

required one forced choice. It is also worth noting that the state in which this study was conducted 

does not have any policies or practices related to adopted or approved Tier 1 core reading 

programs. In other words, all districts select their own core instruction materials, thus variability 

in practices could exceed what was reported here.  

 Despite these limitations, the results suggest important directions for additional research. 

In particular, if schools are expected to adopt and use EB Tier 1 reading instruction, far more 

experimental research that documents the effects of available Tier 1 core reading programs is 

needed. The ESSA evidence standards set a high bar for the types of instructional materials that 

should be used in all general education classrooms; however, such a high bar is justified because 

core instruction reaches every student and offers the highest potential to offer all students a solid 

foundation for reading success. As noted extensively in the MTSS literature, Tier 1 is truly the 

foundation of all other supports and it must be as effective as possible for the benefit of all students 

(Center on MTSS, 2024). Additionally, broader research about how Tier 1 core programs are 

selected, and what additional information teams need to make effective selections should be 

conducted.  

For example, the Reading League (2023) recently published Curriculum Evaluation 

Guidelines that might be helpful for teams reviewing possible core programs. Notably, these 

Guidelines do not depend on research reviews from other sources, but instead require teams to 

examine core materials very carefully and rate the presence (or absence) of explicit and systematic 

instruction in all areas of reading. This tool fills a gap in available evidence from other sources, 

but also requires that the educators who conduct the review have preparation and expertise to 

recognize the important features of EB reading instruction materials and practices.  Ongoing 

research that incorporates the new Guidelines will enhance what is known about effective review 

and adoption methods.  

Conclusion 

 Tier 1 universal core reading instruction is widely recognized as an essential component of 

an effective MTSS, yet there is very little research about how Tier 1 core reading programs are 

selected and which ones are in use. In this study, 105 experienced education leaders in one state 

completed a survey regarding their knowledge and expertise with an MTSS for reading as well as 

the strength of their reading MTSS practices, how Tier 1 core reading materials were selected, and 
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what materials were in use. Results showed that the educators reported high levels of knowledge 

about an MTSS for reading and that their local practices were effective. They also reported using 

teams of educators to select core reading programs and that selecting EB materials was of the 

highest importance. Nonetheless, the results suggested that the majority of the participants worked 

in districts where combinations of materials from different programs were used for core reading 

instruction. A detailed review of the specific Tier 1 core programs revealed that there was research 

evidence to support only four of those reported to be in use. The majority of reported programs 

were not reviewed at all, indicating a significant lack of information and evidence for educators to 

use when selecting Tier 1 core reading materials. 
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