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The Science of Reading:  
A District Leader’s Guide



2

Our students’ ability to read, write, and 
comprehend text is foundational, serving as the 
building block to every academic subject. Reading 
and writing skills are also linked to student mindset, 
life skills, and behavior. It is impossible to separate 
literacy from whole student and life success, so 
building these reading and writing skills is crucial.

And yet, literacy scores have sharply declined 
among elementary and middle school students in 
the past two years. Addressing this learning loss 
is front-and-center for many schools and districts. 
In order to best support learning recovery and 
acceleration, students need evidence-based 
instruction, interventions, and innovative solutions.

The Science of Reading (SoR) is an evidence-
based way to meet this moment. Universal 
instruction, grounded in the Science of Reading, 
is central to building students’ ELA skills, while 
tiered interventions provide additional support. 
Establishing these strong literacy foundations within 
your district’s MTSS connects the dots between 
reading and writing, academic success, attendance, 
and behavior—because when educators support 
the whole child, students thrive.

About This Guide

https://www.bu.edu/wheelock/files/2020/04/McKenna-Bettini-2018.pdf
https://www.k12dive.com/news/naep-scores-for-grades-4-and-8-skid-to-lows-not-seen-in-years-1/634753/
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The Science of Reading is a comprehensive, evidence-based 
approach to teaching reading and writing skills. It draws from an 
extensive, ever-evolving body of research across psychology, 
neuroscience, cognitive science, and reading & literacy research. 
Curriculum based in the Science of Reading uses this research to 
implement best practices for reading and writing instruction. 

If we were to cite an equation to summarize Science of Reading, 
it would be:

It’s important to note that the Science of Reading is not a  
one-size-fits-all approach. Rather, it is a consensus from various 
disciplines. The goal of Science of Reading is to use evidence-
based, systematic instruction to sequentially introduce the  
five components of reading: 

• Phonemic Awareness
• Phonics
• Fluency
• Vocabulary
• Comprehension

What is the Science of Reading?
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Scarborough’s  
Reading Rope

In 2001, Dr. Hollis Scarborough 
created the concept of the 
“reading rope.” The reading 
rope demonstrates how 
different strands of literacy 
intertwine and strengthen one 
another. These strands are 
divided into two categories: 
language comprehension and 
word recognition. Essentially, 
the reading rope is a visual 
model of the Science of 
Reading—and what contributes 
to skilled reading.

Universal, Tier 1 instruction 
should include all strands of 
the reading rope. However, 
if students struggle with one 
or more skills, the entire rope 
may unravel. By identifying 
specific skills students struggle 
with—such as vocabulary or 
decoding—educators can 
provide appropriate tiered 
literacy interventions. 

Scarborough’s Reading Rope
The Many Strands Woven Into Skilled Reading
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In 2004, the National Panel on Reading published a report that 
solidified phonemic instruction as the gold standard of reading 
instruction. This report influenced “Reading First,” which was 
a Science of Reading-based federal education program. The 
“Reading First” initiative focused on a phonics-based literacy 
model, which would later inform Mississippi’s 2013 Literacy-
Based Promotion Act, a bill that targeted literacy efforts and 
promoted a Science of Reading-based curriculum. As a result, 
Mississippi saw significant growth in literacy achievement, and 
rose to the middle of the nation in literacy.

The Science of Reading, deeply rooted in systematic phonics 
instruction, represented a pedagogical shift away from whole 
language and balanced literacy approaches. Several recent 
developments have led to heightened interested in Science of 
Reading, including:

• Significant learning loss in literacy stemming from  
the pandemic 

• The substantial literacy growth that Mississippi saw in a short 
amount of time by implementing Science of Reading 

• The modest gains—as opposed to setbacks—that Louisiana 
and Alabama saw in fourth-grade reading during the 
pandemic (both states have trained thousands of teachers in 
Science of Reading) 

• An uptick in Science of Reading legislation across the nation

As national reading scores remain low, it’s crucial that we find 
the best ways to support learning recovery and acceleration. 
Instruction based in the Science of Reading can be a powerful 
way to promote literacy skills. However, implementing SoR-
based curriculum presents many challenges for districts. In the 
next section, we’ll break down some of those challenges—and 
potential solutions.

Science of Reading: Why Now?

https://www.nichd.nih.gov/sites/default/files/publications/pubs/nrp/Documents/report.pdf
https://www.mdek12.org/OEER/LBPA
https://www.mdek12.org/OEER/LBPA
https://apnews.com/article/reading-scores-phonics-mississippi-alabama-louisiana-5bdd5d6ff719b23faa37db2fb95d5004
https://www.k12dive.com/news/naep-scores-for-grades-4-and-8-skid-to-lows-not-seen-in-years-1/634753/
https://www.mdek12.org/news/2023/2/7/National-Report-Finds-Mississippi-3rd-Grade-Promotion-Law-Leads-to-Early-Literacy-Gains_20230207
https://apnews.com/article/reading-scores-phonics-mississippi-alabama-louisiana-5bdd5d6ff719b23faa37db2fb95d5004
https://apnews.com/article/reading-scores-phonics-mississippi-alabama-louisiana-5bdd5d6ff719b23faa37db2fb95d5004
https://www.edweek.org/teaching-learning/which-states-have-passed-science-of-reading-laws-whats-in-them/2022/07
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While research shows that Science of Reading is a very effective 
form of literacy instruction, change takes time. Putting a new 
form of literacy instruction into practice takes significant time and 
resources, and districts face many implementation hurdles.

Implementing a New Form of  
Literacy Instruction
Training educators in Science of Reading is a major challenge. 
Often, this training is intensive, costly, and difficult to access. 
Lack of available trainers makes scheduling difficult, and vendors 
struggle to secure enough trainers to meet district needs. And 
while districts can leverage the expertise of reading specialists, 
each building may only employ a few specialists.

Districts also face the hurdle of creating new literacy intervention 
plans rooted in SoR. Budget cuts reducing district-level staff 
have made this especially challenging. In many states, legislation 
and departments of education require that schools and districts 
comply with literacy plans—so it’s not just writing the plan 
that presents a challenge. Districts must also adjust literacy 
schedules, intervention blocks, implement new curriculum, and 
restructure both school and classroom libraries.

These are daunting challenges—but district leaders aren’t 
alone. High-quality strategic advising can help districts meet 
these training challenges and state literacy requirements. 
Access to evidence-based literacy interventions can support 
new curriculum requirements. MTSS platforms—like Panorama 
Student Success—can provide district leaders with valuable 
insights into reading and writing assessment data. 

• Panorama’s team consists of former district leaders from 
across the nation, as well as education policy experts. 
This team partners with districts to develop Literacy 
Intervention Plans to gain state department of education 
approval and comply with Science of Reading legislation.

Did you Know?

Challenges and Solutions

Finding Effective Interventions
Additionally, districts may struggle to find effective reading & 
writing interventions. High-quality ELA interventions, aligned to 
and informed by the Science of Reading, are a critical component 
for learning recovery and acceleration, but sourcing them takes 
time and resources. Additionally, finding evidence-based, age-
appropriate interventions—that include adequate instructions 
and low-cost supplemental materials for each grade level—is a 
challenge.

If your educators are struggling to find reading & writing 
strategies, consider adding these to your district-wide 
intervention menu. Each strategy, aligned to Science of Reading 
and provided by Panorama’s Playbook, includes detailed 
implementation instructions and step-by-step guides for 
classroom use.

https://www.edweek.org/teaching-learning/which-states-have-passed-science-of-reading-laws-whats-in-them/2022/07
https://www.edweek.org/teaching-learning/which-states-have-passed-science-of-reading-laws-whats-in-them/2022/07
https://www.panoramaed.com/professional-development
https://www.panoramaed.com/student-success
https://www.panoramaed.com/student-success
https://www.panoramaed.com/professional-development
https://www.panoramaed.com/blog/writing-interventions
https://www.panoramaed.com/blog/writing-interventions
https://go.panoramaed.com/21-reading-and-writing-interventions
https://www.panoramaed.com/playbook
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Viewing Comprehensive Student Data
Districts also face the challenge of monitoring student progress along these 
interventions and having access to comprehensive student data. Often, educators must 
toggle between different screens or programs, or they rely on multiple spreadsheets to 
track progress. This leaves potential for error in the  
decision-making process.

MTSS platforms, like Panorama Student Success, can solve that problem. The 
dashboard displays all student data on one screen, and allows every adult on that 
student’s team to view that data. Educators and staff can view and edit intervention 
plans, monitor progress, and share intervention plans with families. Additionally, Student 
Success integrates with screeners and assessments, helping districts comply with state 
legislation. 

Implementing Science of Reading curriculum presents many district-wide challenges. 
But it also offers educators the opportunity to move the needle on student success. In 
the next section, we’ll break down implementing Science of Reading instruction within 
MTSS—and how this can support the whole child.

• Panorama’s Playbook includes 40+ 
interventions aligned to and informed 
by the Science of Reading. Districts 
that partner with Panorama can access 
these strategies and supplemental 
instruction materials from leading 
literacy initiatives, including Digital 
Promise, Reading Rockets and the 
Florida Center for Reading Research. 

• Panorama’s comprehensive data 
dashboard provides educators with a 
means to create and monitor literacy 
growth and intervention progress. With 
Panorama Student Success, educators 
can make data-informed decisions with 
ease. In addition, Panorama integrates 
with several state adopted literacy 
assessments from across the nation.

Did you Know?

https://go.panoramaed.com/interventions-progress-monitoring-toolkit
https://www.panoramaed.com/student-success
https://www.panoramaed.com/playbook
https://www.panoramaed.com/mtss-software-platform
https://www.panoramaed.com/mtss-software-platform
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A Multi Tiered System of Support (MTSS) allows educators to 
meet the needs of the whole child by providing a holistic view of 
behavior, well-being, and academic performance, which consists 
of both literacy and math. Assessment data can help determine 
if students are in need of interventions to recover lost learning or 
accelerate learning.

The Science of Reading is deeply rooted in evidence that 
informs how students become proficient in reading and writing. 
Through strong universal instruction and tiered interventions, 
educators can improve student outcomes in reading and writing.

MTSS & the Science of Reading

All aspects of MTSS—academics, behavior, attendance, and 
SEL—relate to the success of a student. For example, if a student 
is a struggling reader, this may impact their entire academic 
performance, behavior and attendance. So it’s crucial that 
districts view literacy data alongside behavior, attendance, and 
other academic performance data to provide the most beneficial 
tiered interventions for each student.  

Tier 1
Schools and districts following an MTSS structure use universal 
screening processes and assessment systems to identify which 
students need targeted supports. MTSS interventionists then use 
data across academic performance, behavior, attendance, and 
social-emotional learning to source the right intervention strategy 
from a whole-child perspective. The use of validated screeners, 
such as those integrated into Student Success, is required under 
many state reading laws. 

Educators often refer to Tier 1 supports as “universal” because 
they are provided to every student. Strong Tier 1 practices are 
essential for strengthening school climate, relationships, and 
classroom instruction. Examples of Tier 1 supports include high-
quality core instruction and cultivating a positive, inclusive school 
climate.

High-quality, evidence-based Tier 1 instruction is central to 
building students’ skills across the five components of reading. 
Explicit, systematic instruction in phonemic awareness, 
phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension forms a 
strong foundation for student success in reading and writing. 
Additionally, differentiated instruction is part of building a strong 
base of instruction. Differentiated instruction could include:

• Providing instruction visually and verbally
• Adding multi-sensory instruction, such as sand tray writing or 

finger tapping of phonemes 
• Including visuals, such as a table, chart, or captioned video
• Incorporating students’ unique interests into reading or 

writing projects

An example of the MTSS pyramid.

https://www.panoramaed.com/blog/mtss-comprehensive-guide
https://online.ewu.edu/degrees/education/med/reading-literacy/reading-comprehension-on-learning/#:~:text=Reading%20comprehension%20is%20essential%20for,kind%20of%20student%20or%20professional.
https://improvingliteracy.org/brief/best-practices-universal-screening#:~:text=There%20is%20broad%20agreement%20that,dyslexia%20and%20other%20reading%20disabilities.
https://improvingliteracy.org/brief/best-practices-universal-screening#:~:text=There%20is%20broad%20agreement%20that,dyslexia%20and%20other%20reading%20disabilities.
https://www.panoramaed.com/blog/mtss-coordinator-job-description
https://www.panoramaed.com/student-success
https://www.readingrockets.org/topics/differentiated-instruction/articles/what-differentiated-instruction
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• Panorama Student Success gives educators the ability to 
progress monitor evidence-based ELA interventions with 
fidelity. Using the dashboard, school and district leaders 
can view the percentage of students receiving each tier 
of interventions, and use demographic filters to identify 
groups of students that may need extra support.

Did you Know?

• Using a combination of small group work, partner work, and 
alone time

• Creating a choice board
• Allowing for oral responses when gathering assessment data

Some students will need additional support beyond Tier 1 
instruction. Educators can use assessment data and coursework 
to identify students who would benefit from Tier 2 & Tier 3 
reading interventions. 

Tier 2
Tier 2 supports are targeted, additional interventions for 
students who do not adequately respond to Tier 1 supports. 
Typically, around 15 to 20% of students will receive Tier 2 
support. Educators often give these interventions in small group 
settings, layered alongside Tier 1 instruction. Examples of these 
strategies include:

• Sentence Starters: Sentence starters are a tool designed 
to support students in creating complete, assignment-
appropriate (spoken and written) sentences. The strategy 
can be used to scaffold student learning and offer specific 
support to English language learners and emerging writers. 

• Paraphrasing: Successful paraphrasing involves identifying 
key ideas and supporting details in a text and rephrasing 
them using simpler language. A paraphrase is often the 
same length as or longer than the original text. The ability 
to paraphrase a text demonstrates that a student has read 
critically and proficiently.

 
Schools often convene Student Support Teams, Student 
Intervention Teams, or Child Study Teams (CST) to identify at-
risk students. These teams use data from multiple domains to 
determine appropriate interventions. Many schools establish data 
“cut points” across academics, behavior, attendance, and social-

emotional learning to determine when a student needs to receive 
Tier 2 interventions.
These teams, alongside educators or student champions, also 
monitor student progress along Tier 2 interventions. Depending 
on the intervention, educators may choose to progress monitor 
on a weekly, bi-monthly, or monthly basis, using many types  
of data: 

• Quantitative data: Some goals are best tracked numerically, 
such as using an assessment score to monitor reading level 
growth or computational fluency. 

• Qualitative data: Some goals are best tracked using 
observational data, such as recording how a student is 
interacting with classmates for a behavioral goal.

• A combination of both: Sometimes, both quantitative and 
qualitative data are useful to track. For example, you can 
track class participation by how often the student participates 
and the content of their comments in class.

Determining whether an intervention is working for a student 
isn’t always straightforward, especially for reading and writing 
interventions. By collecting and acting on data, teams and 
educators can make informed decisions on what’s best for  
their students.

https://www.panoramaed.com/student-success
https://www.panoramaed.com/blog/sel-choice-board
https://www.panoramaed.com/blog/writing-interventions
https://www.panoramaed.com/blog/writing-interventions
https://www.panoramaed.com/blog/child-study-team-action-planning-template
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Tier 3
Tier 3 supports refer to intensive services that 1% to 5% of 
students receive if they continue to struggle and require even 
more support. It is also for students who are undergoing more of 
an acute crisis.

Just because a student may need Tier 3 support in one area 
does not mean they have moved into “Tier 3.” In MTSS, a student 
may receive interventions in multiple tiers at once; they could 
have plans for a Tier 2 support in math, a Tier 3 in literacy, and 
Tier 1 for social-emotional learning.

See the Whole Child, Support the Whole Child
Delivering high-quality interventions is critical for students 
who need additional reading and writing support. But when 
we view literacy assessment data in isolation from attendance, 
behavior, and other academic data, we miss the whole story. 
Comprehensive, actionable data empowers educators to make 
decisions on the best supports for each student.

For example, we know that chronically absent students are twice 
as likely to fail one or more courses than regularly attending 
students. So if a student is struggling in their English course, it’s 
important to examine all aspects of their performance—including 
attendance. The student may benefit from tiered writing support 
alongside an attendance intervention.

Additionally, we know that students who struggle with skills 
like reading comprehension may experience challenges in 
other subjects, including mathematics. Having access to 
comprehensive student data highlights meaningful connections 
between students’ ELA skills and other key indicators. When 
educators see the whole picture of a child, they can allocate 
resources and support where they’re most needed.

• Watch a 3-minute demo of Panorama Student Success. 
Get a sneak peek of the district and school MTSS 
dashboards, learn how Panorama can streamline 
intervention planning, and see what it looks like to have 
whole-child student information in one place

Demo

https://www.panoramaed.com/blog/student-mindset-attendance
https://www.panoramaed.com/blog/student-mindset-attendance
https://www.gemmlearning.com/blog/math/reading-ability-can-hinder-math-achievement/
https://go.panoramaed.com/watch-mtss-software-demo
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As research continues to support Science of Reading-based 
instruction, many states now require districts to ground their 
curriculum in SoR. As of 2023, 43 states have passed bills 
requiring Science of Reading-aligned policies in their state. This 
legislation primarily focuses on:

• Teacher training, professional development and accreditation 
• Evidence-based reading curriculum 
• Creating student-level literacy plans and sharing them  

with parents 
• Employing evidence-based interventions & monitoring 

student progress 

Many bills require evidence-based support or curriculum, with 
some explicitly requiring interventions based in the Science of 
Reading. Additionally, some districts must now show assessment 
and intervention data, demonstrating improved reading and 
writing skills. 

Aligning to State-Specific Framework and Legislation 

For example, a previous Arizona reading law requires districts 
to provide ongoing training in evidence-based reading and 
schools to adopt evidence-based reading curricula that include 
the essential components of reading. This 2022 update changes 
the frequency with which literacy plans are submitted to the state 
and broadens the exemption to retention for English-language 
learners.

Another example of this legislation is The Georgia Early Literacy 
Act, which passed in April 2023. It requires the state board of 
education to approve a list of curricula for teaching K-3 reading 
and a list of screening tools to identify struggling students. The 
department of education must also provide a free screener.
Georgia districts are also required to develop individual reading 
plans for struggling students. They must also adopt materials 
designated by the state as high-quality, or certify that the 
materials they use meet these standards. The state department 
of education is required to develop or purchase literacy 

https://www.edweek.org/teaching-learning/which-states-have-passed-science-of-reading-laws-whats-in-them/2022/07
https://go.panoramaed.com/21-reading-and-writing-interventions
https://go.panoramaed.com/21-reading-and-writing-interventions
https://legiscan.com/AZ/bill/HB2026/2022
https://www.legis.ga.gov/legislation/64710
https://www.legis.ga.gov/legislation/64710
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training for inservice K-3 teachers, and assessments for teacher 
certification must be aligned with evidence-based literacy 
instruction. Examples of how districts are meeting their state-
specific requirements include: 

• Kentucky Department of Education’s Reading Improvement 
Plan Template

• Tennessee Department of Education’s Reading 360 Initiative
• Alabama Department of Education’s AL-MTSS 

If your district finds it challenging to align to new legislation, 
Panorama can help. Our team consists of former district leaders 
from across the nation, as well as education policy experts. This 
team partners with districts to develop Literacy Intervention Plans 
to gain state department of education approval and comply with 
Science of Reading Legislation. 

Additionally, Panorama’s MTSS platform makes it easy for districts 
to track literacy data and progress monitor evidence-based 
interventions. Student’s literacy progress can easily be shared 
with parents, and the platform integrates with screeners and 
benchmark assessments, helping districts ensure compliance 
with state legislation. And Panorama’s Playbook supports 
school leaders with dozens of evidence-based and SoR aligned 
interventions that can be filtered down by literacy skill for 
particular students or groups.

• Panorama Student 
Success meets the 
funding requirements 
under the Every Student 
Succeeds Act (ESSA) 
standards for Level II.

Did you Know?

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Ni0kz_LAnA9NnxWZ0h3DHILKNFEZk4hxWCIpI0esUs8/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Ni0kz_LAnA9NnxWZ0h3DHILKNFEZk4hxWCIpI0esUs8/edit?usp=sharing
https://www.tn.gov/education/reading-360.html
https://www.alabamaachieves.org/al-multi-tier-system-of-supports/
https://www.panoramaed.com/mtss-software-platform
https://www.panoramaed.com/playbook
https://www.panoramaed.com/about/impact-research
https://www.panoramaed.com/about/impact-research
https://www.panoramaed.com/funding
https://tech.ed.gov/evidence/
https://tech.ed.gov/evidence/
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Connecting literacy to behavior, attendance, student mindset, 
and academic performance is crucial to supporting whole 
student success. But to see the entire picture, school and 
district leaders need access to comprehensive, actionable 
data.
 
Panorama Student Success provides this data. Through a 
comprehensive dashboard, Panorama provides educators 
with a means to create and monitor literacy growth and 
intervention progress. Student Success displays your district, 
school, and student on one screen, which means educators 
can make data-informed decisions with ease. In addition, 
Panorama integrates with several state-adopted literacy 
assessments from across the nation. 

Contact us to learn more about how Panorama can support 
your district’s implementation of Science of Reading. 
Additionally, explore these resources to support Science of 
Reading and literacy education in your district:

Next Steps for School & District Leaders

• Download: 21 Reading and Writing Interventions for Your MTSS
• Download: Interventions and Progress Monitoring Toolkit
• Case Study: Maple Run Unified: Preventing Summer Learning Loss
• Case Study: How Boston Public Schools Partners With Panorama to Support Students
• Blog Post: New Research: The Impact of the Covid-19 Pandemic on Student Success
• Blog Post: 5 Research-Based Writing Interventions for Your MTSS
• Blog Post: Addressing Literacy Learning Los

Resource List

Panorama Student Success (demo data pictured).

https://www.panoramaed.com/student-success
https://go.panoramaed.com/21-reading-and-writing-interventions
https://go.panoramaed.com/interventions-progress-monitoring-toolkit
https://www.panoramaed.com/blog/summer-slide-maple-run-vt
https://www.panoramaed.com/blog/boston-public-schools
https://www.panoramaed.com/blog/covid-impact-student-success?hs_preview=joChPsDP-119063658255
https://www.panoramaed.com/blog/writing-interventions
https://www.panoramaed.com/blog/6-ways-address-literacy-learning-losses
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Panorama Education partners with K-12 schools and 
districts across the country to collect and analyze 
data about social-emotional learning, school climate, 
family engagement, and more. With research-backed 
surveys, actionable data reports, and intervention 
tracking tools, Panorama helps educators act on 
data and improve student outcomes. Panorama 
supports more than 15 million students in 25,000 
schools across all 50 states, including those in the 
New York City Department of Education, Dallas 
Independent School District, Seattle Public Schools, 
and San Francisco Unified School District. 

Get in Touch:
www.panoramaed.com • contact@panoramaed.com  • (617) 356-8123

Schedule a Meeting With Us

About 
Panorama Education

http://panoramaed.com

