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The Role of Foundational Reading in Academic 
Success 

 
Long before students begin their formal education, they are 
learners. The home is their first classroom, and as families 
support their cognitive, motor, and social-emotional skill 
development, the first building blocks are being laid that 
prepare each child to take their place as a student in our 
nation’s schools. 
 
Unfortunately, not all students begin with the same strong 
foundation. Many students start kindergarten far behind 
their peers in various areas and some are significantly 
behind in acquired vocabulary and reading readiness. The 
inequities that have long been known have recently come 
into greater focus as our nation has been forced to pivot 
quickly to “distance learning” in response to the COVID-19 
pandemic. It is unknown how long schools will be closed or 
if there will be additional closures in the upcoming school 
year due to the pandemic, but we do know that the 2019–
2020 academic year continued amid COVID-19. When 
learning went home, and educators tried their best to 
continue the business of education remotely, some of our 
most vulnerable populations were at risk of dropping even 
further behind. Golinkoff et al. refers to this as the “COVID-
19 slump” (2020). During these closures, it has been widely 
reported that many parents are challenged to support or 
encourage their children’s continued engagement in 
academics. These barriers include the lack of technology to 
connect remotely to what is being taught (Huffman, 2020), 
language barriers of parents that prevented successful 
family participation (Garcia Cano & Thompson, 2020), and 
the lack of resources for students who need 
accommodations or modifications to allow them to learn at 
their own pace and in their own way (Leone & Cullotta, 
2020). 
 
Studies have shown that students who fall behind and fail to 
read on grade level by third grade are at a greater risk of 
academic failure than their peers. “Academic success, as 
defined by high school graduation, can be predicted with 
reasonable accuracy by knowing someone’s reading skill at 
the end of third grade. A person who is not at least a 

“Academic success, as defined by 
high school graduation, can be 
predicted with reasonable accuracy 
by knowing someone’s reading skill 
at the end of third grade. A person 
who is not at least a moderately 
skilled reader by that time is unlikely 
to graduate from high school.” 
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moderately skilled reader by that time is unlikely to 
graduate from high school” (National Reading Panel, 
2000). 
 

The time is short to close learning gaps in even the best of 
situations. The COVID-19 pandemic, a rapid move to 
remote learning without all supports in place, and the threat 
of rolling closures even when school resumes mean that 
solutions for building a strong foundation for reading for 
every child has never been more important.  
 
Experts in the field of K–12 education have provided sound 
recommendations based on experience and knowledge of 
the challenges facing administrators, teachers, students, 
and students’ families. Funding to help plan and expand 
technology and opportunities to build expertise in using 
alternative teaching methods are available to schools. 
However, to quickly diagnose learning loss, close 
achievement gaps, and accelerate literacy growth, educators 
must thoughtfully implement flexible “hybrid” solutions 
that provide practice for early learners and a rich library of 
authentic texts for reading practice at school and at home. 
Without strong reading skills, success in every content area 
is at risk. 

 
Personalized Phonics Practice  

 
A high-quality education in the early years is critical to 
ensuring academic success for all children. Early learners 
need exposure to begin to understand why people read and 
write to encourage them in their own literacy development.  
 

EXPLICIT AND SYSTEMATIC INSTRUCTION 
“Through active engagement in the reading process, 
children learn ways to use their growing knowledge and 
skills flexibly and in combination with all domains of 
development” (Brown, 2014). An effective phonics program 
for early learners should follow a defined sequence and 
include direct teaching of a set of letter-sound relationships. 
Sequencing helps students to learn the relationship between 
the letters and their sounds, how to blend the sounds to 
read words, and to segregate the sounds to write words—
even before mastery of all letter-sound correspondence is 
complete.  
 

“Through active engagement in 
the reading process, children 
learn ways to use their growing 
knowledge and skills flexibly and 
in combination with all domains of 
development.” 
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SELF-PACING AND INDIVIDUALIZED PRACTICE  
An online phonics program provides the availability for all 
children to individually practice and reinforce their phonics 
skills at their own pace. In classrooms, centers can be 
established, and students can filter through each using the 
educational technology by groups. Access to technology-
based phonics instruction provides the freedom of review 
and repetition as needed for mastery. If the program also 
provides offline or printable resources to extend practice 
without the use of a device or computer—supplemental 
worksheets, writing practice, or aligned activities that allow 
the application of concepts—the benefits are potentially 
even greater and solidify the learning and aid in 
transference to actual reading tasks.  

 

Foundational Literacy and Reading Practice 
 

Online platforms that allow students to work on their 
foundational literacy skills and practice their reading 
provide a beneficial delivery method to close learning gaps. 
They assist to monitor in the immediate identification of 
weaknesses or areas that require reteaching and additional 
practice. Students with learning gaps can advance rapidly 
with the availability of authentic texts as they begin to 
emerge as readers. Underprivileged children gain ground 
when they can access high-quality and engaging reading 
materials on topics of personal interest prescribed to meet 
their individual learning needs (Walker & Smithgall, 2009). 
 
 

PHONOLOGICAL AWARENESS 
Phonological awareness is a broad concept that not only 
includes phonemic awareness but also encompasses 
awareness of things like words, rhyme, syllables, and onset 
and rime (NSW Department of Education and Training: 
Learning and Development, 2009). “Effective programs 
include practices using phonological (sound awareness) and 
graphological (visual processing) cues to decode written 
words, including letter-sound knowledge, sound blending, 
and segmenting words into syllables. Documented effective 
approaches to teaching phonological awareness generally 
include activities that are age appropriate and highly 
engaging” (Chard & Dickson, 1999). Guided, interactive 
phonics instruction and grade-appropriate interactive 
phonics activities are used to highlight sound awareness 
and visual processing cues to decode written words. This 

“Underprivileged children gain 
ground when they can access 
high-quality and engaging 
reading materials on topics of 
personal interest prescribed to 
meet their individual learning 
needs.” 
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contributes to the identification of phonemes within a word, 
which is an indication of phonological awareness, which in 
turn can be placed into the larger context of metalinguistic 
awareness (Yopp & Yopp, 2000).  

 
PHONEMIC AWARENESS 

The process of learning sight words involves forming 
connections between graphemes and phonemes to bond 
spellings of the words to their pronunciations and meanings 
in memory. The process is enabled by phonemic awareness 
and by knowledge of the alphabetic system, which functions 
as a powerful mnemonic to secure spellings in memory 
(Ehri, 2005). Phonemic awareness is the awareness that the 
speech stream consists of a sequence of sounds—
specifically, phonemes. Individuals who are phonemically 
aware recognize that the speech stream is a sequence of 
these small sounds. “Phonemic awareness instruction for 
young children should be playful and engaging, and 
interactive and social…phonemic instruction should also be 
deliberate and purposeful” (Yopp & Yopp, 2000). Explicit 
means that sound-spelling correspondences are initially 
taught directly to students, rather than using a discovery, or 
implicit, method. That is, students are taught, for example, 
that the /s/ sound can be spelled with the letter “s” (Blevins, 
2017). Through explicit interactive and engaging phonemic 
instruction and practice, students gain phonemic 
awareness, which is one component of phonological 
awareness. 

 
PHONICS  

“Effective programs include books and stories with simple 
words for children to decode using newly mastered skills in 
recognizing letter-sound relationships” (Vaughn & Linan-
Thompson, 2004). Children who can move directly between 
phonics practice in isolation into authentic fiction and 
nonfiction with short, easy to decode words with 
recognizable letters are motivated to continue their learning 
and strengthen their new abilities with continued practice. 
Learning gaps can quickly be mitigated when students are 
motivated to learn through an earned sense of 
accomplishment (Rasinski & Padak, 2005). Digital solutions 
with rewards embedded, teacher encouragement, or school 
and family recognition of new reading skills all drive an 
increase in reading progress that can lead to positive 
academic achievement.  
 

“Effective programs include 
books and stories with simple 
words for children to decode 
using newly mastered skills in 
recognizing letter-sound 
relationships.” 
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READING FLUENCY 
As students progress in their ability to decode, they need 
ample opportunities to hear and identify sounds associated 
with letters, blends, digraphs, and diphthongs. Reading 
fluently does not mean reading fast. Students must be able 
to identify sounds in isolation, then within syllables, in 
words, and in lines of text. Children become more fluent as 
they master the decoding skills and then hear the same 
words and sounds modeled at a rate that is appropriate for 
their age and/or grade. Rasinski describes these as the three 
dimensions of reading fluency—word decoding, automatic 
processing, and prosodic reading—which will assist 
students in their reading comprehension (2004). They also 
begin reading with appropriate expression, which will lead 
to better understanding of meaning. It is important for 
teachers to formatively assess fluency and monitor progress 
regularly to uncover any areas of need that require special 
attention and to move students to the next experience that 
will stretch their reading abilities (Hasbrouck & Tindal, 
2017).  
 

READING COMPREHENSION  
Providing reading materials that are too difficult or too easy 
for a child does not have the same powerful impact as 
engaging with a “just-right” book. Research shows the 
importance of challenge when learning to read to increase 
strategic skills in building vocabulary, inferencing, 
predicting, and overall growth as a reader. To find the right 
reading range, it is critical to assess the learner’s 
comprehension levels using a scientifically based, valid, and 
reliable measure. It is equally important to level the book 
collection and other reading materials that are to be 
assigned. A perfect match means that the book a child is 
being asked to read requires a bit of a stretch of their 
current abilities, but at the same time is not so difficult that 
it is frustrating. Using a system designed to match students 
to appropriately leveled texts, such as the MetaMetrics 
Lexile Framework®, is highly recommended (MetaMetrics®, 
2017). 
 

HYBRID READING SOLUTIONS 
Digital platforms allow for self-paced engagement and 
repeated practice. If students have access to technology in 
the classroom or at home, this can also add accessibility to 
practice reading in additional centers, after school, or 
outside of school beyond typical designated learning times. 

“Classrooms should be rich 
environments of both digital 
and print texts at various 
comprehension levels to 
create a culture of reading that 
immerses emerging readers.” 
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It is important for educators to consider providing a blend 
of both digital and print choices as some learners may have 
individual preferences and learning styles. Classrooms 
should be rich environments of both digital and print texts 
at various comprehension levels (Lennon & Burdick, 2014) 
to create a culture of reading that immerses emerging 
readers. Integrating a digital reading component into 
classroom routines helps both teachers and students gain 
expertise and comfort in using the resources. This then 
allows students with computer access at home the ability to 
continue reading books of interest outside of school.  
 
This practice also creates a digitally friendly teaching 
strategy for literacy that can be shared with families. Giving 
students without a book-filled home access to high-quality 
authentic texts via the internet opens endless possibilities to 
strengthen and practice literacy skills during weekends, 
school closures, and summer breaks. Research 
demonstrates that students who do not read at home, 
especially during the summer months, tend to experience 
learning loss that can put them behind their peers when 
schools resume in the fall (Alexander et al., 2007). Hybrid 
or blended resources as standard practice for teaching 
reading provide easy transitions from classroom to distance 
learning if needed, without losing valuable time or the 
continuity of instruction. 

 
Fostering a Love of Reading for All 

 
Educational institutions, teachers, and families need to 
ensure they are graduating readers who can make 
connections to their world and beyond so that they are 
ready for college or careers. This requires more than just 
careful selection of resources and skilled teachers, but a 
community that embraces the importance of a love of 
reading.  

 
READING ACCOMMODATIONS  

Special attention must be given to our students who learn 
differently because of various disabilities, including those 
who require 504 plans or specialized Individual Education 
Plans (IEPs) and those who are not native English speakers 
(English Language Learners). Making choices about 
resources, teaching strategies, and skill development for 
learners who need additional accommodations must be 

“Research demonstrates that 
students who do not read at 
home, especially during the 
summer months, tend to 
experience learning loss that can 
put them behind their peers when 
schools resume in the fall.” 
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based on the setting, population, and the individual 
students themselves. Many states, localities, and districts 
also have policies and material lists created to ensure a 
vetted pool of resources is available to provide what is 
needed and meet learning standards. Attention should be 
paid to ways that teaching and learning can be modified 
using these resources if needed, and how accommodations 
might be built into programs, helping to automatically 
adjust for the same rigor of instruction but with delivery by 
an alternative method (Hale et al., 2016).  

 
FAMILY ENGAGEMENT 

Families can play an integral part in strengthening student 
reading skills and improving student achievement in 
academics. Attention should be paid to selecting reading 
materials that can be shared at home digitally if possible, 
those in traditional print format so that they can be carried 
home with students, and resources in other languages 
besides English to increase family engagement and 
assistance.  
 
Decision-makers should select educational technology 
resources that build a culture of reading, provide materials 
and supports for intervention, and encourage connections 
to families from a trusted, experienced, and committed 
company that understands the challenges within K–12 
education. There must also be a commitment from these 
providers to be willing partners in implementation and 
ongoing support. 

 

The LevelUp Adaptive Reading Platform 
 
 

Rosen LevelUp provides not only those critical elements but 
also an experienced team to support teachers as they 
integrate digital resources into classroom routines, assist 
with job-embedded professional learning, and model best 
practices for using diagnostic data to differentiate and 
personalize foundational literacy experiences.  

 
 INTERACTIVE PHONICS 

The development team at Rosen Digital utilizes state-of-the-
art technologies to create an explicit program for phonics 
practice complete with 110 interactive digital texts and a full 
scope and sequence. The books on the LevelUp Phonics 
carousel cover concepts from letter-sound correspondence 

“Over 2,300 authentic texts 
make up Rosen LevelUp’s 
library of reading materials, 
including fiction and nonfiction 
in English and in Spanish, and 
bilingual titles.” 
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to multisyllabic and compound words. Student supports 
include on-screen letter tracing, audio in authentic voice to 
model sounds, and embedded activities such as matching to 
engage learners with kinesthetic, audio, and visual learning 
preferences. The blend of both digital and print resources 
allows students to practice and move at their own pace. 
Each interactive phonics book has printable supplemental 
activities to engage students offline in centers or to send 
home for additional practice.  

 
LIBRARY 

Over 2,300 authentic texts make up Rosen LevelUp’s library 
of reading materials, including fiction and nonfiction in 
English and in Spanish, and bilingual titles. These books 
present a diversity of experience and engage students by 
helping them to see themselves, their families, and their 
communities within the books’ pages.  
 
Each book has audio support recorded by voice-over 
professionals to model the letter-sound relationships that 
beginning readers must master. Educators may search and 
sort the collection of books to identify and assign texts 
based on specific topics, aligned to learning standards, and 
appropriate reading comprehension levels for individual 
students or groups. Books can be printed in full, half, or 
mini formats to use for strategic reading activities in school 
or at home. The texts are also accompanied by supplemental 
printable resources, such as graphic organizers, lesson 
extensions, and lesson plans. 
 

ACTOR NARRATED AUDIO SUPPORT 
According to the National Reading Panel, oral language is 
the critical foundation for learning. “There are two types of 
vocabulary—oral and print. A reader who encounters a 
strange word in print can decode the word to speech. If it is 
in the reader’s oral vocabulary, the reader will be able to 
understand it. If the word is not in the reader’s oral 
vocabulary, the reader will have to determine the meaning 
by other means, if possible. Consequently, the larger the 
reader’s vocabulary (either oral or print), the easier it is to 
make sense of the text” (2000). Rosen LevelUp provides 
authentic literature to assist in the acquisition of everyday, 
domain-specific, and academic vocabulary. 
 
Rosen LevelUp provides audio actor-narrated support, not 
audio books, for independent reading of students who are 

“Educators may search and 
sort the collection of books 
to identify and assign texts 
based on specific topics, 
aligned to learning 
standards, and appropriate 
reading comprehension 
levels for individual students 
or groups.” 
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learning to read. This audio support is at a “just-right” 
speed to meet the needs of beginning readers. The pacing of 
lower-leveled books will allow students to use that audio 
support to help determine the meaning of words they 
cannot decode. It is known that many students do not or 
cannot read along with an audio book as they get lost at the 
faster pace, lose focus on the written word, and find 
themselves just listening, not reading.  
 

ASSESSMENTS 
Rosen LevelUp partners with MetaMetrics® to provide 
students with an Intake Assessment to formulate a 
beginning data point. The beginning data point will allow 
LevelUp to populate several bookshelves of varying subjects 
with recommendations within an individual student’s 
reading range (50 Lexile measures above and 100 Lexile 
measures below the student’s Lexile measure). These 
recommendations will adjust approximately every two 
weeks as the student is given a MetaMetrics Progress 
Monitoring Assessment (PMA). These short PMAs, at the 
student’s reading level, unobtrusively assess academic 
performance.  
 
Each Rosen LevelUp book contains a short multiple-choice 
quiz. An optional constructed response question is also 
available. The option to deliver both the quiz and the 
constructed response questions can be individualized for 
each student to test the discrete skills taught in the aligned 
standards. Along with the PMA, these quizzes help 
determine the need for additional instruction, evaluate skill 
gaps, and assess academic performance. 

 
FOR EDUCATORS 

Teachers find LevelUp easy to integrate with other 
technologies and with their existing routines and classroom 
strategies. Because books can be read digitally or printed, 
teachers can utilize the resources as needed to meet 
individual or group needs. Printable resources allow for 
additional practice, provide ways to extend the concepts 
taught, and connect reading and writing. Some teachers 
project books on interactive white boards or screens and 
disable the audio for whole group lessons or choral reading 
activities.  
 
Teachers have access to user-friendly reports on state-
specific standards and skills based on the comprehension 

“Printable resources allow for 
additional practice, provide 
ways to extend the concepts 
taught, and connect reading 
and writing.” 
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quizzes taken by students. This allows for easy and efficient 
monitoring of student progress, enables teachers to quickly 
identify individual student or classroom needs, and 
provides data points for parental conferences or district 
reporting. 
 
The Skills Report gives educators insight on skills developed 
by students and those that are lacking. This allows 
educators to prepare interventions when necessary. Along 
with the Class Skills Report, a Student Skills Report gives a 
deeper dive into the individual student’s skills. The student 
report looks at books read and questions and answers given, 
which then accords the educator the opportunity to 
communicate with the student regarding skills missed, and 
also gives the opportunity for the educator to assign books 
within the student’s reading range on that particular skill. 
The Phonics Practice reporting for Standards and Skills 
grants educators access to skills developed, time spent, and 
number of practices on books within LevelUp’s systematic 
phonics practice program. The Activity Breakdown gives 
ample opportunity for insight into books completed or 
abandoned, their Lexile measure, and quizzes taken, while 
the Reading Level Assessment Report provides observation 
of PMA activity and progress.  
 

EVIDENCE-BASED RESOURCES 
Savvy decision-makers selecting educational resources for 
the students they serve are careful to look for solutions that 
are evidence-based. This standard originally called for 
interventions conceived in accordance with scientifically-
based research and was documented in the Elementary and 
Secondary Education Act (ESEA). The concept was 
reinforced in the reauthorization of the Every Student 
Succeeds Act (ESSA) and replaced with the term evidence-
based. The requirements were also given more structure, 
four levels of evidence were defined, and these were 
described further by the U.S. Department of Education in 
September 2016 in its nonregulatory guidance. 
 
Teaching children to read is not new. Methodologies 
change, and there are often academic debates not only 
about the instructional strategies but also about the 
evidence or data being collected. Our commitment to 
providing access to high-quality content and the tools 
needed for young children to begin the skill acquisition 
needed to become strong readers was not influenced by 

“[Rosen LevelUp] allows for 
easy and efficient monitoring of 
student progress, enables 
teachers to quickly identify 
individual student or classroom 
needs, and provides data 
points for parental conferences 
or district reporting.” 
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“reading wars” or popular ideas about what might be the 
newest silver bullet in the world of literacy. Our 
development team took into consideration multiple studies 
and synthesized the strongest evidence-based research 
demonstrating significant improvement of student 
outcomes in early reading (Cowen, 2004).  

 
A NEW SOLUTION FOR A NEW REALITY 

The result is a systematic program for phonics practice, a 
high-quality library of authentic content, and the science of 
MetaMetrics® together in one solution. Research 
underscores the fact that learning to read is a fluid process 
that can be slightly different for different students. Students 
must have texts that are personally relatable combined with 
opportunities to engage in oral language, writing, fluency 
practice, spelling, phonics study, vocabulary builders, and 
comprehension exercises. Students must also spend time 
engaged in reading a wide variety of texts on many topics to 
enhance new skills and become strong readers. LevelUp 
provides the flexibility of features and functionality that 
allows educators to implement both digital and print 
resources, deliver evidence-based teaching and learning 
practices, and use the comprehensive approach that is 
mandated by their district or school and works best for their 
individual students. 

 
 

  

“Our development team took into 
consideration multiple studies and 
synthesized the strongest evidence-
based research demonstrating 
significant improvement of student 
outcomes in early reading.” 
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