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Technology-based Products for Early Reading 

Imagine talking about what cars could do by focusing on the 1920s.  This is one way to understand where things stand with much of Web-based and electronic delivery of instruction for reading in the early grades.  While dynamic, the reading products are primarily in the early stages, but the funding and mandates of the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2001 coupled with technology development, assure that these products are going to change the face of reading teaching and learning in the next several years. School districts need to know about these products and about funding opportunities available through NCLB, which explicitly calls for scientifically based instruction and assessment tools. The products we consider can be placed in three categories:

· Assessment products: These products provide assessment tools that can be customized for individual district’s programs and needs. They give real-time data and track a student’s reading performance on standard reading measurements, such as MSV, or meaning syntax and visual understanding. The data can be synched with the Web. The tools are also being packaged with prescriptive lessons that can be customized for each student, according to the assessment.

· Direct delivery of reading instruction: These Web-based and/or software products aim to be a comprehensive reading curriculum for early grades, and can also be integrated with a district’s standard curriculum.  They are comprised of interactive modules that can be tailored to individual students’ reading progress.

· Supplemental reading programs and products:  These reading applications use technologies to aid students in learning to read, such as speech-recognition software or patterned exercises. They are not intended to be a school system’s curriculum.  

Some of these new-generation products combine both assessment and instruction. In addition to the ones we’re examining below, there are many others in all of the categories. We’ve selected these products to give you an idea of what is out there, current and new, and what is coming down the road.   

Note: The BLE Group does not endorse any of the products mentioned in this newsletter. These were selected to illustrate the types of products currently available.

Assessment Products
<A HREF=”http://www.wgen.net/” target=”new”>Wireless Generation</A>

Mobility in the classroom is one of the prevalent waves that mark the new products, and Wireless Generation takes it to the ultimate level. The company, founded in the fall of 2000, has developed a reading assessment application that literally goes where a teacher goes: It’s for the Palm handheld device. The mClass( software application allows teachers and administrators to diagnose, track, synchronize, and report the reading progress of K-3 students individually by using personal digital assistants, or PDAs.

Using the application, teachers can monitor a student’s progress by performing a reading assessment and then use the results to customize instruction for each student’s needs. Teachers using mClass get real-time feedback on the PDA, complemented by expert suggestions about how to address a student’s needs. The device also permits teachers to have instant calculations of the math that must be performed in reading assessments, such as frequency of miscues, error rates, and other measures. In addition, the data can be synched up via a local server or the Web so that it can be accessed at a classroom, building, district level, etc.

In its early research, the company, which has partnered with the Center for Technology in Education, conducted time-motion studies of teachers. Those conducting the research found that teachers in the K-5 arena are on their feet 97 percent of the day.  “We found that the technology had to be wearable technology, not portable technology,” says Marshall Eubanks, vice president of sales for Wireless Generation, discussing the company’s development of the application on a handheld device. In simple terms, not even a laptop is conducive to a teacher’s daily routine, in this view.

The company has also done extensive research and fine-tuning of the product based on the types of assessments teachers and their districts use. During early product development, for example, those working on the project also observed the prevalence of teachers’ use of standard “running records” in tracking students’ reading progress and adapted this type of record to a Palm. They then took the devices back to teachers, received their input, and continued to revise the application, based on educators’ experiences.

mClass actually denotes the Mobile Classroom Assessment: Reading and is a package of assessments. A school district can customize the tools available so that they are tailored to the district’s programs and needs.

Because the assessments are on a Web-based application, after teachers perform the assessments, they can view them through any browser at home, at school, or anywhere. Also, since the assessments are real-time and are an ongoing instructional assessment, Eubanks says, they can inform instruction immediately. “There is no lag time, no testing and waiting six to ten weeks, or months,” Eubanks notes. Superintendents and other school leaders can also have a more immediate picture of where students are with early reading.

With the emphasis of the No Child Left Behind Act on classroom-based assessments in the early grades and the need to record and show evidence of reading proficiency, companies like Wireless Generation are seeking to create the tools geared to these demands.  

The application is sold on a subscription basis, and the basic subscription is $20 per student per year. For this amount, Wireless Generation provides assessment tools, installation, compiles the student roster, and houses the data.

<A HREF=”http://www.leapfrogschoolhouse.com/LeapTrack.htm” target=”new”>LeapTrack</A> 

In March, LeapFrog SchoolHouse launched its LeapTrack Assessment and Instruction System this spring, another of the growing genre seeking to track student progress in standards-based skills and prescribe customized learning. The LeapTrack system collects data, assesses, and reports individual student performance and allows teachers to customize lessons based on those assessments.  Test results are saved on personalized student cartridges. Able to be run on one computer, it includes 12 LeapPad platforms, 24 LeapPad cartridges for individual students, and an assessment and instruction library for grades K-5. Instructional materials range from full-color Skill Cards to interactive LeapPad books. 

Direct Delivery of Reading Instruction
<A HREF=”http://www.riverdeep.net/products/language_arts/destination_reading_intro.jhtml”  target=”new”>Destination Reading</A>

Riverdeep Interactive Learning this spring unveiled Destination Reading, a comprehensive electronically based reading curriculum that is the language arts complement of its well-known Destination Math series. Destination Reading K-3, aligned with state and national curricula standards and benchmarks, takes students from key emergent literacy concepts through phonemic awareness, phonics, decoding, and comprehension skills.

Intended as a full-courseware product, the reading program aims to teach language skills in the context of real language use. Very rich in multimedia and built to run on multi-platforms, it contains more than 500 activities, so that students can interact with a new activity each day throughout the school year.  It can also integrate with a district’s in-place curriculum. 

The reading and writing skill development is sequenced, so that each new skill builds on prior learning. Pierson notes that the K-3 program was developed not only on the latest content and methodology reading, but “truly in response to school districts” and in recognition that a lot of students do not come to school prepared to read. It contains an entire unit devoted to emergent literacy.

 “(Destination Reading) really introduces the concept of reading to students,” says Gail Elizabeth Pierson, president of product development and operations at Riverdeep. “It introduces a large variety of texts and types of texts that enable students to understand that they are reading. Using everything from jump-rose rhymes to literally cereal box text, it introduces students to the fact that reading is everywhere.” 

The program includes screening, diagnostics, classroom-based, real-time instructional assessments, and customized prescriptive assignments. Destination is available in a Web-based version, in CD, or on a LAN. Many districts are migrating to a hybrid, intranet version. “We are finding that many districts want to run it from their districts but have it available widely,” Pierson says.

Riverdeep’s Destination Reading is an example of companies  that were developing new Web-based and software products for early reading before the Bush administration took office, but now see an ever more fertile environment for their products with the No Child Left Behind Act enacted last year. The program meets provisions of the NCLB in several ways, the company says, including:

· Its Learning Management System lets teachers and school administrators document students’ success. This can is useful as states document evidence that they have increased the percentage of third grade students reading at a proficient level, which serves as the basis for state grants.

· The program’s screening, diagnostics, and classroom-based reading assessments are targeted to the types of reading assessments for students in grades K-3, supported by local grants under NCLB.

· The program’s professional development component, available from the company’s Teacher Universe, is in line with the requirements for professional development for K-3 reading instruction, supported by NCLB. 

Destination Reading can be purchased on a subscription-per-student basis, or as some districts are choosing to do, though licenses to a site-based intranet. Purchase includes initial on-site technical support and professional development, ongoing telephone support, and comprehensive teacher’s guides, including blackline masters for every print activity.

<A HREF=”http://www.waterford.org/institute/werp.html” target=”new”>Waterford Early Reading Program </A> 

The Waterford Early Reading Program is a comprehensive early reading curriculum that combines computerized reading instruction with traditional materials for children and teachers. The program uses the latest multimedia technology, features animated characters, and contains some 225 hours of individualized instruction. Developed by the Waterford Institute, a Salt Lake City-based nonprofit organization that specializes in the development of educational software, the system is organized into three reading levels: emergent, beginning, and fluent readers. Its computer-assisted instruction provides the ability to assess students individually and to create individual lessons based on those assessments. Electronic Education, a Pearson Education company, distributes it nationally. WERP, as it is known, is used in more than 4,200 schools nationwide, and the California Department of Education has adopted the Waterford system as a language-arts program, according to the company Web site.  

Supplemental Reading Programs and Products
<A HREF=”http://www.scientificlearning.com/” target=”new”>Fast ForWord</A>

The Scientific Learning language and early reading systems are comprised of intensive 4-8 week programs in which students, wearing headphones, perform a series of game-like computer exercises that feature animated characters and sounds.  Scientific Learning may offer a sense of where the technologies of language and early reading are increasingly headed. The firm has developed a family of products called Fast ForWord that are based on 25 years of neuroscience research about the ability of the brain to learn, change, and reprogram itself over a lifetime. The Scientific Learning modules for early reading and language include the following: 
· FastForWord Language focuses on phonological awareness, sustained focus and attention, listening comprehension, and language structures.
· Fast ForWord Language to Reading concentrates on sound-letter recognition, decoding, listening comprehension, beginning word recognition, and vocabulary, grammar, and syntax.
· Fast ForWord Reading targets key skills such as word recognition and fluency, advanced decoding, spelling and vocabulary, and passage comprehension. 
.

Frank Mattson, president and COO of Scientific Learning, explains that Scientific Learning aims to help students become more fully prepared to learn literacy and reading.  

The company’s programs include the training systems, a program tracker that allows teachers and schools to track every individual child through every individual day, a professional development tutorial, and online courses that teach how the brain works. The company offers professional development in regional seminars or in schools. As Mattson notes, “we have a Chinese menu of products and services” from which schools and school districts can choose.  More often than not, he says, school will purchase a large number of programs. For $30,000, a school can have access to all of Scientific Learning’s programs and backup services. 

The company’s core products “line up massively well” with what is coming out of the No Child Left Behind Act, Mattson says. Specifically, Scientific Learning positions itself as linked very strongly with the No Child Left Behind Act in several ways:

· The NCLB calls for reading instruction based on scientifically valid research. The company’s reading and language programs are based on some 25 years of neuroscience research.

· The act supports programs that provide effective intervention to schools seeking to close the achievement gap. Scientific Learning notes that in Texas, 92 percent of at-risk students at an elementary school passed the TAAS test after the school used Fast ForWord programs.

· Scientific Learning’s Internet-based tracking program allows teachers and administrators to assess and review students’ reading performance instantaneously, in line with NCLB mandates on accountability and assessment.

Eighty-seven percent of the company’s sales come from districts that were already customers, e.g., expanding the company’s programs from a couple of schools to a district-wide effort, according to Mattson. The Killeen, Texas, Independent School District announced in May that it is expanding the use of Fast ForWord learning and reading programs from two to all 26 of its elementary schools, based largely on students’ improvement by nearly a grade level in schools where it had been used.

<A HREF=”http://www.soliloquylearning.com” target=”new”>Soliloquy Learning</A>

Soliloquy Learning, a new Silicon Valley-based company K-12 company, this spring introduced its Soliloquy Reading Assistant, which uses speech-recognition software to give immediate feedback to students as they read. The firm’s proprietary speech recognition technology analyzes spoken voices and provides responses that build comprehension and fluency. The product is geared to grades 2-5. It was being piloted this spring in some Florida schools.  

